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ing, and self-sacrifice. Quite intentionally, that tale is a koan, an
insoluble allegory whose only "interpretation" is transforma-
tion. . .~

We began by emphasizing the explicitly popular and universal
intentions of (Anar's poem. The "divine comedy" of his birds,
especially as they set out on their journey, mixes the romantic, the
tragic, and the ridiculous aspects of everyday life in ways o{ten
more reminiscent of Woody Allen than of Dante-although, like
Dante, it also points insistently to the ultimate context, the poten­
tially transfonning reality underlying those same experiences. What
cAnar asks of his reader to begin with, though, is pot any particular
religious belief or.piety (his favorite targets I), but-simply a willing­
ness to look. More and more deeply. His poem, like Dante's,)s a
marvelous portrayal of his own, now far-away world, but his sub­
ject is the deeper world that never changes. It succeeds to the extent
that it can create a mirror for each reader's own life, here and now.
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BIBLIOGRAPHIC NOTE

References throughout thfs article are to the recent translation by A.
Darbandi and D. Davis, The Conference of the Birds (London: Pen~
Classics, 1984). An earlier English prose version by C. S. Nott, based on
the nineteenth-century French translation by G. DeTassy (Berkeley: U .
versity of California Press, 1971), is quite readable, but generally less
accurate and complete, although it does briefly summarize (pp. 3-7) the
opening 615 lines omitted in the newer ~ranslation. The translation by'
A. J. Arberry of (Attar's Muslim Saints and Mystics; Episodes from the
Tadhkirat al-Auliya' (London: Routledge and Kegan Paul, 1966, reprin
1976) contains an illuminating account of his motives for writing in Per
sian, and is also a fascinating introduction to earlier Sufi tradition.

Readers curious to know more about unexplained characters, symbols
and technical terminology will usually find at least a preliminary explana.­
tion somewhere in Annemarie Schimmel's Mystical Dimensions of Isla
(Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 1975). (The presence 0

so many of CAttar's themes and characters throughout Schimmel's surv
is another indicator of the massive influence of his writing on later Easte
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Islamic spirituality, both learned and popular.) A more detailed historical
study of (Attar's specifically Islamic background can be found in Helmutt
Ritter's classic study, Das Meer der Seele: Gott, Welt~und Mensch in den
Geschichten Farlduddln (Attars (Leiden: E. J. Brill, 1955).

The length of this article did not allow a discussion of the peculiar
features of (Attar's own rhetorical style in relatio.n to the Persian language
and literary norms of his time. However, one can begin to appreciate
something of the distinctiveness of his language and style simply by
comparing The Conference of the Birds with any of the many English
translations from Rumi or Khayyam, for example.




