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Abstract

This study presents a comparative analysis of the adaptation of the animation “The
Castle of Fish” and Attar’s The Conference of the Birds within an interdisciplinary
discourse in the fields of comparative literature and adaptation studies. Drawing on
Linda Hutcheon’s theory of adaptation, the author examines “The Castle of Fish”
not as a simple or direct transformation of the original text, but as an active and
creative process involving deep alterations and new interpretations shaped by
cultural and social contexts, differences in medium, and audience reception. Based
on Hutcheon’s methodological framework, this research explores the adaptation
process on three levels: On the first level (the textual), it analyzes differences in
themes and plot structures between the two narratives. On the second level (the
process), it investigates the changes resulting from the transformation of the written
medium of The Conference of the Birds into the visual medium of animation. On
the third level (audience experience), it focuses on the creative modifications made
by the adapter in consideration of a child audience.

The research method is descriptive-qualitative, and data has been collected using
qualitative content analysis. The sample was purposefully selected based on
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indicators of creative adaptation in children's works. The main innovation of this
study lies in its focus on a child-centered adaptation of a classical mystical text—
an area that has received limited scholarly attention. Furthermore, by employing an
interdisciplinary approach and Hutcheon’s theoretical model, this article proposes
an analytical framework for examining creative adaptations beyond the traditional
criterion of fidelity. The author demonstrates how animated adaptations in
children’s visual media can generate new experiences and interpretations of the
original story, leading to a reimagining and transformation of meaning within a
different cultural and temporal context.

Keywords: Comparative Literature, Adaptation, Linda Hutcheon, The Conference
of the Birds, The Castle of Fishes.

Introduction

1. Background and Rationale

Adaptation is not merely a mechanical transfer of content from one medium to
another; it is an act of creative transformation. Rather than copying, the adapter
reinterprets the source material in a way that makes it relevant and engaging for a
new context, audience, and medium. This is particularly evident in the case of
children’s animation, where the adapter must not only reinterpret the narrative, but
also simplify complex structures, reconfigure symbols, and mediate abstract
philosophical or mystical content through accessible visuals and language.

The present study explores such a transformative adaptation: the animated film
The Castle of Fishes as a reinterpretation of Attar of Nishapur’s classical Persian
mystical poem The Conference of the Birds (Mantiq al-Tayr). This adaptation,
intended for a child audience, shifts the narrative from a poetic-philosophical text
rich in Sufi allegory to a vibrant animated story grounded in the logic and aesthetics
of children’s media. The present article frames this transition within the context of
Linda Hutcheon’s theory of adaptation, offering a multi-dimensional analysis of
textual transformation, medium-specific strategies, and audience reception.
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2. Adaptation as Intersemiotic Translation

In Linda Hutcheon’s model, adaptation is an act of "repetition with variation" that
engages with a prior text while creating something meaningfully new (Hutcheon &
O’Flynn, 2013: 7). She highlights three levels of adaptation: (1) the product (textual
features), (2) the process (the creative transformation), and (3) the reception (how
audiences experience and interpret the new work). This triadic model underpins the
present study, which seeks to examine how Attar’s mystical quest narrative is
creatively restructured to suit a visual narrative medium and a child audience.
Moreover, the shift from a written, poetic medium to an animated film involves
what semioticians call intersemiotic translation—the translation of meanings across
semiotic systems (from words to images, sounds, and movements). This
transformation is not neutral or mechanical; it is deeply cultural, ideological, and
audience-specific.

3. Theoretical Lens: Hutcheon’s Theory of Adaptation

Hutcheon’s theory moves beyond the traditional concern with "fidelity" to the
source. She argues that adaptation is better understood as an autonomous creative
work that engages dialogically with the original, responding to new media
conditions, audiences, and socio-cultural contexts. In the case of The Castle of
Fishes, the process of adaptation involves not just aesthetic reimagining, but also
ideological and pedagogical repositioning: the Sufi goal of self-annihilation (fana)
and divine union (wahdat al-wujiid) is translated into a story of friendship,
cooperation, and collective action. This ideological transformation is especially
important in works targeted at children, where notions of individual transcendence
may be less suitable or comprehensible. Instead, ethical and social values like
teamwork, courage, empathy, and communal responsibility become central themes.

4. Source Text: Attar’s The Conference of the Birds
Attar’s Mantiq al-Tayr is a 12th-century Persian poem and a cornerstone of Sufi
mystical literature. It narrates the allegorical journey of a group of birds who set out
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in search of their king, the Simorgh. After many trials and losses, only thirty birds
complete the journey, only to discover that they themselves are the Simorgh—a
mystical revelation of unity in multiplicity. The text is densely layered with
metaphors, philosophical teachings, and embedded parables, requiring high levels
of abstract reasoning and spiritual literacy from the reader. For a child audience,
however, the metaphysical and esoteric content of the poem must be radically
reframed. Children require concrete characters, visible antagonists, and goal-
oriented plot structures with clear resolutions. These structural and thematic
differences necessitate not just simplification but symbolic reconceptualization.

5. The Adaptation: The Castle of Fishes

The Castle of Fishes is an Iranian animated film that reimagines the narrative of
Mantiq al-Tayr using aquatic creatures as characters. The central character, Rashgi
the fish, assumes the role of the guide, paralleling the Hoopoe in Attar’s text.
However, instead of confronting internal vices, the fish face external threats—
specifically, a monstrous sea creature that threatens their underwater sanctuary. The
shift from inward struggle (nafs) to externalized conflict (a sea monster) is
emblematic of the adaptation’s recalibration for a child audience. It reflects what
Sweller (2011) terms ‘“cognitive load theory”: by reducing internal, abstract
dilemmas and replacing them with tangible, visible challenges, the child’s cognitive
processing is eased, allowing for deeper engagement with the core message.

6. Visual and Auditory Semiotics in the Adaptation

In adapting to an animated medium, the film employs a full range of visual and
auditory techniques to replace poetic language with sensory cues. Color coding
helps distinguish between good and evil (e.g., bright colors for heroes, dark tones
for villains). Music and sound design shape emotional tone, pace, and tension.
Character design makes moral alignment immediately perceptible. The character of
the wise turtle, who replaces Attar’s metaphysical “voice from beyond,” speaks
with a slow, calming voice that mimics the authority and serenity of a spiritual
guide. The film’s climax—where the fish unite against the monster—delivers the
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moral of collective strength, echoing the original’s Sufi message through new
symbolic means.

7. The Role of the Child Audience

One of the most important dimensions of this adaptation is its child-centric
orientation. Children approach adapted works with little or no knowledge of the
source text. Therefore, the adapter is not constrained by expectations of textual
fidelity. This allows for greater freedom in restructuring the plot, introducing new
characters, and recontextualizing themes. Children’s literature and media require a
careful balance of familiarity and novelty. Adaptations that echo traditional
archetypes while offering a fresh twist are particularly engaging. In this case, the
story structure—introduction, conflict, climax, resolution—is familiar, but the
setting (underwater), the characters (fish), and the moral (unity over ego) offer
novelty and relevance.

8. Comparative Framework

This study adopts a comparative method aligned with Hutcheon’s model to
examine the adaptation at three levels:

e Textual: Differences in narrative structure, characters, and themes between
Mantiq al-Tayr and The Castle of Fishes.

e Processual: Media-specific strategies such as simplification, visualization,
and musical symbolism.

o Experiential: The interpretive position of the child viewer and how the
adaptation enables moral and emotional engagement.

Each of these levels reveals how adaptation is not loss but transformation-
translation of meaning across time, genre, and audience.

9. Significance of the Study
This research contributes to the underexplored field of child-oriented adaptation of
classical mystical texts in Iranian animation. It provides an analytical model for
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evaluating adaptations beyond the narrow lens of fidelity and advocates for
audience-sensitive and medium-aware approaches. Moreover, it situates adaptation
within a broader intersemiotic and interdisciplinary discourse, linking literary
studies with film, media, education, and child psychology. It illustrates how
narrative elements can be transposed across media not just by converting form, but
by rethinking function.

10. Conclusion of the Introduction

The adaptation of Mantiq al-Tayr into the animated Castle of Fishes exemplifies
the transformative power of intersemiotic translation. Through the lens of
Hutcheon’s theory, this article highlights how creative adaptation for children
involves reinterpretation at every level—narrative, semiotic, and experiential. By
foregrounding the needs and perceptions of child audiences, this study emphasizes
that adaptation is not a derivative act but a dialogic and developmental one. It opens
pathways for future explorations of how classical literature can be made meaningful
to new generations—not by simplification alone, but through thoughtful, symbolic
reinvention.
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