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Xotai (Khata'l) is the pen name of
Shah Ismadl I (Sah Ismayl, r. 907-30/
1501-24), the founder of the Safavid
dynasty and one of the most influential
Azerbaijani poets. An obvious transla-
tion of the nom de plume Xotai is “the
mistaken one.” In this sense, the name
seems to reflect remorse, possibly about
own mistakes that have been comumitted
in the past. '

Shah Ismad I used his native Azerbai-
jani language (Azeri) for the bulk of his
work. His divan (divan, collection of one
poet’s poems) in Azerbaijani is composed
in the aruz (‘ariid) system, based on syllable
length. However, several of the poems can
also be read according to the heca (obs. hecd,
informal variant /ece) system, based on the
number of syllables in a line, a factor that
may have increased Xotai’s potential audi-
ence, especially amongst Turkic-speaking
tribes. The text of Xotai’s divan was only
established in the time of his son and suc-
cessor, Shah Tahmasp (r. 930-84/1524—
76), so it may not be authentic in every
respect. The divan contains more than two
hundred gazols (ghazals, short monorhyme
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poems), as well as a number of gasidas
(qasides, eulogies) and riibais (rubaf%s, qua-
train). Xotai also composed two MaSaVs
(methnevis, mystical poems): the Nasihatnama
(Nasihatname, “Book of advice”), and the
Dotmams (Dehname, “(Book of) ten letters”)
about mystical love. '
The majority of Xatal’s poetry can-
not be detached from his political career.
Many of his poems directly served the
purposes of po]it'tcal. propaganda. At
the same time, these political references
cannot be separated from Shah Ismal’s
role as spiritual leader of the mystical
Safawiyya Sufi order, which constitutes
another central topic of the divan. Most
of his religious references are markedly
Twelver Shii, reflecting the public reh-
gion of the Safavid dynasty. In addition,
some of his (presumably earlier) poems
allude to an earlier form of the Qezelbash
(Kazilbas/ Quzilbas) religion. Particularly
significant among these are those poems
in which Xotai appears to identify himself
explicitly with God or the absolute truth.
Similar passages may have been intended
to motivate his followers. While many of
Xstai’s political and religious poems dis-
play a self-confident and aggressive tone;
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