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Extended Abstract

Introduction

Manteq al-tayr (The Conference of the Birds), composed by Farid al-Din Attar-e Neyshaburi, stands
as one of the most distinguished mystical mathnawis of Persian literature from the twelfth century CE
(sixth century AH). This poetic masterpiece, comprising over 4,600 couplets, holds a unique position
in the history of Persian literary and mystical thought. Its global significance is evidenced by the
existence of more than five hundred manuscript copies and over forty translations into languages
including Turkish, Kurdish, Hindi, German, French, English, Italian, Swedish, Arabic, and Russian.
For centuries, scholars, mystics, and literary critics have engaged deeply with this work, producing
extensive research in three primary domains: textual editing and publication, description and
explanation, and content analysis. Despite the valuable efforts of contemporary editors such as
Muhammad Reza Shafiei-ye Kadkani and Mahmud-e Abedi-Tagi-ye Purnamdariyan who have
provided critical editions accompanied by detailed annotations, certain verses remain ambiguously or
inaccurately interpreted. This article aims to re-examine twelve such verses whose meanings, in
previous commentaries, have been either misunderstood or insufficiently explained.

Literature Review and Methodology

Existing scholarship on Manteq al-tayr can be broadly categorized into three areas: (1) critical editions
of the text, (2) independent commentaries and marginal notes, and (3) content-based and mystical
interpretations. Among the most authoritative editions are those by Shafiei-ye Kadkani and Abedi—
Purnamdariyan, both of which strive to reconstruct the authentic text while offering extensive
linguistic and conceptual clarifications. Asghar Borzi’s two-volume commentary (1995) also
represents a major independent exegetical effort, though some of its interpretations warrant
reconsideration. Additionally, editors such as Mohammad Jawad-e Mashkur, Seyyed Sadeg-e Goharin,
Ahmad-e Khatami, Kazim-e Dezfulian, and Reza Anzabi Nezhad-Saad-Allah Qara Beglu have
contributed valuable marginal notes elucidating mystical terminology and difficult verses.

This study employs a descriptive-analytical method with a comparative-literary approach. Primary
data were gathered through a close reading of authoritative editions of Manteq al-tayr, particularly
those by Shafiei-ye Kadkani and Abedi—Purnamdarayan, alongside a critical assessment of secondary
commentaries. Interpretations were then refined by referencing intra-textual evidence from Attar’s
own works and extra-textual sources—including literary, historical, and cultural texts from both
previous periods and Later periods. This methodology enables a rigorous critique of prior
interpretations and facilitates the proposal of meanings that are not only linguistically sound but also
cohere with the poem’s broader mystical and semantic framework.

At the level of specialized articles, studies such as “Deficiencies in the Meanings of Words and
Expressions in ‘Attar’s Manteq al-tayr” (Zanjani, 2010), “An Explanation of the Term Hoqge-ye
Zarrin in ‘Attar’s Manteq al-tayr” (Sahabi, 2017), and “An Explanation of Several Verses from
Manteq al-tayr” (Abedi, 2018) have critically engaged with or supplemented existing interpretations.
Furthermore, Reza Ashrafzada’s Dictionary of Rare Words, Phrases, and Expressions in the Works of
Attar-e Neyshaburi (1988) serves as an indispensable lexical resource. Nevertheless, a thorough
review of these sources reveals that several verses continue to suffer from incomplete, inaccurate, or
contextually inconsistent interpretations, underscoring the necessity of a comparative, textually
grounded approach that draws on both intra-textual and extra-textual evidence.
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Discussion and Analysis

The present article offers a fresh reading and meaning of twelve selected verses. For instance, in the
couplet “Mohre-ye anjum ze zarrin hoqqe sakht” the phrase zarrin hoqgge (golden chest) is correctly
interpreted as a metaphor for the sun—not allusion. This reading aligns with the ancient cosmological
belief—attested in the works of Khagani, Naser-e Khusrow, and Sanai—those stars derive their light
from the sun.

Similarly, in “u nahad az bahr-e sukkan-e falak”, sukkan-e falak (dwellers of the heavens) is shown to
refer not to angels or celestial intellects, but to the stars themselves, which depend on the sun for their
luminosity.

Regarding “Morq-e gardun dar rahash par mizanad” (The bird of the sky flying towards him), the
phrase morg-e gardun is identified as a simile in which the revolving heavens (gardun) are likened to a
bird—a reading supported by Attar’s own parallel description of the sky as “a ring hanging at the
door” and by Khaqani’s similar imagery.

Other reinterpretations include: the meaning of omr-¢ deraz (“long life”) in “Lik farda dar bala omr-e
daraz” is “a prolonged period”; not a characteristic of a human being; bi-khabar (“unaware”) in
“Hoqqeei zar dasht mardi bi-khabar” is an adverbial phrase. it meaning “Without anyone knowing”;
and meaning of mard-e sukhte (“burnt man”) is “a destitute darvish,” not “sunburnt” or “a rag-seller.”

A novel interpretation is also proposed for “Bash Cheshmaru-ye u Emruz to” (“Be today Removing
eye sores for him). Here, God tells Satan to reduce Adam’s comfort and thus protect him from the evil eye.

Additionally, “Dustkani chun khori ba pahlavan” (how can you drink friendly wine with heroic
people?) Rather than referring to the Simorg or a specific wine, it refers to the heroic character and
bravery in drinking wine - which is evident in the Shahnameh and GarshaspNameh.

Finally, “Dar jawal kardan” (to put in the jawal) in “Goft ei sag dar jawal-at karde khush” is
interpreted as “to imprison” or “to subjugate,” not “to deceive,” and the word mey in “Bud an shab
mey miyan e jam’ dar” clearly denotes “wine,” not a verbal prefix.

Conclusion

This study demonstrates that despite significant advances in the editing and exegesis of mystical
Persian texts, ample room remains for refined, context-sensitive interpretations of difficult verses in
Manteq al-tayr. Previous commentaries have occasionally relied too heavily on dictionary definitions
or speculative assumptions, neglecting the poem’s internal coherence and broader cultural-literary
context. By grounding interpretations in contemporaneous and earlier textual evidence—and by
attending closely to Attar’s linguistic and mystical idiom—this research offers readings that are not
only philologically robust but also thematically consistent with the work’s overarching vision. Such an
approach not only deepens our understanding of Manteq al-tayr but also provides a methodological
model for future studies in the interpretation of classical Persian texts.

Keywords: Persian poetry, Farid al-Din Attar, Manteq al-tayr, textual commentary.
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