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A Study of English Translations of Attar’s Conference of Birds Based on the Correct
Understanding of the Original Text: A Case Study of Sholeh Wolpé and Dick Davis's
Translations of the Story of Sheikh San’an
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Translation of literary text is a challenging task. In literary translation, selecting the appropriate
equivalent of words depends on the translator's understanding of the source language and culture.
If the source text is a mix of language and culture, translation becomes more challenging.
Translation of a poem is the most complicated type of literary translation because of its difficulty
in understanding. The form and meaning in the poem are interconnected, and the language of the
poem is implied. These cause multiple and sometimes incorrect interpretations of the poem. The
more aesthetic aspects of the language in the poem, the greater the possibility of misinterpretation
and translation errors. In Persian mystical poetry, the problem is much more complicated. The
existence of a rich network of words, interpretations, and terms in Persian mystical text makes it
difficult to understand and translate text. In this article, two recent English translations of Attar’s
Conference of Birds (Manteq ol-Teyr) were selected: Sholeh Wolpé’s and Dick Davis's
translations. Davis's translation is based on the edition by Sadegh Gouharin and Wolpé's is based
on the edition by Mohammad-Reza Sha’fi Kadkani. The faithfulness of the translators to the
original text and their accurate understanding of it have been evaluated and analyzed in the story
of "Sheikh San’an".

correct understanding of the text, translation of Conference of Birds, Davis, criticism of
translation, Wolpé.
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Wolpé: to sell our piety and buy disgrace, to jettison our religion and bow before idols.
Davis: We should exchange the honours of belief for odium and scorn; we should accept The
Christian cult our sheikh could not reject.
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Wolpé: He cried: “Grace has finally abandoned this dervish. Love of a Christian girl has done its
work.
Davis: He said: “This dervish has been well betrayed;* The agent was mere passion for a maid.
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Wolpé: Where is good fortune to smile on me® or aid me in my love?
Davis: Where is the luck to waken me, or move Love’s idol to reciprocate my love?
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Wolpé: who studied with him day and night.
Davis: He mortified his body night and day.
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Wolpé: In this way, the old man exchanged his faith for a Christian girl; he sold his soul’s welfare
and purchased his own shame.
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Davis: The sheikh exchanged religion’s wealth for shame. /
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Wolpé: When his disciples saw him in such a state, they were stunned with grief and bliss. They
greeted’ him amazed and thankful.
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Davis: They reeled® between despair and joy — bewildered they drew near and sighed; From
gratitude they gladly would have died.
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Wolpé: Don’t kick® this poor wretch’s soul anymore, don’t trample® him like a conqueror.
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Davis: You need not try to humble wretchedness, or kick the foe Who in the dust submissively
bows low.
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You need not try to kick the foe Who in the dust submissively bows low
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Wolpé: I’ve sold my soul and my world for you, sold it all for just a sackful of love for you.
Davis: | weep and groan. see what a sack of sorrow | have sewn!
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Wolpé: After many years of righteous faith, this is how he was washed clean of it all
Davis: After so many years of true belief, a young girl brought this learned sheikh to grief.
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Wolpé: All that he once was, all he had possessed, vanished and was uprooted. Love’s fire
smoldered his heart into smoke.
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Davis: In that sad instant all he had been fled and passion’s smoke obscured his heart and head.
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1. This translation is based on the edition edited by Mohammad-Reza Sha’fi Kadkani, Sokhan Press,
Tehran, tenth printing, 1388 (2009 Gregorian calendar). Most of the footnotes are also sourced from this
edition. (Attar, 2017: 433).
2. This translation has been made from the edition of Attar’s Manteq at-Tair prepared by Dr Sadegh
Gouharin, Tehran, 1978. (Attar, 1984: 41)
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4. betray: To give up to, or place in the power of an enemy, by treachery or disloyalty. (OED)
5. Grace: approval or kindness, especially (in the Christian religion) that is freely given by God to all
humans. (CD)
6. fortune smiles on someone: If fortune smiles on you, you are lucky and good things happen to you. (CD)
7. greet: to welcome someone with particular words or a particular action, or to react to something in the
stated way. (CD)- Weeping, lamentation; also, a cry of sorrow. (OED)
8. reel: to walk, moving from side to side, looking like you are going to fall. (CD) — to be emotionally or
psychologically shaken by an event, experience, etc. (OED)
9. kick: to hit someone or something with the foot. (C.D)
10. trample: to step heavily on something or someone, causing damage or injury. (C.D)
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Dick Davis's Translations of the Story of Sheikh San’an
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Introduction

Translation of literary text is a challenging task. In literary translation, selecting the appropriate
equivalent of words depends on the translator's understanding of the source language and culture. If the
source text is a mix of language and culture, translation becomes more challenging. Translation of a
poem is the most complicated type of literary translation because of its difficulty in understanding. The
form and meaning in the poem are interconnected, and the language of the poem is implied. These cause
multiple and sometimes incorrect interpretations of the poem. The more aesthetic aspects of the language

in the poem, the greater the possibility of misinterpretation and translation errors. In Persian mystical
poetry, the problem is much more complicated. The existence of a rich network of words,
interpretations, and terms in Persian mystical text makes it difficult to understand and translate text.

In this article, two recent English translations of Attar’s Conference of Birds (Manteq ol-Teyr) were
selected: Sholeh Wolpé’s and Dick Davis's translations. Davis's translation is based on the edition by
Sadegh Gouharin and Wolpé's is based on the edition by Mohammad-Reza Sha’fi Kadkani. The
faithfulness of the translators to the original text and their accurate understanding of it have been
evaluated and analyzed in the story of "Sheikh San’an".

Methodology and Literature Review

This study is qualitative and text analysis. First, the translation of each line from the source text was
determined in the destination text. Then, the English translations were translated back into Farsi. This
process is called back-translation. The source and destination texts were compared to identify
differences. Finally, translators' accuracy and fidelity to the source text were evaluated and analyzed.
There is some research on Davies's translation. Most of these researches focused on how the mystical
terms transferred in this translation. "An Investigation of Mystic term on Conference of the Birds by
Attar on the Basis of Van Doorslaer’s Map" by Saber Noie (2018) and "Translation of Persian Mystic
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Terms into English: a case study of Conference of Birds by Attar" by Sadaf Khosroshahi and Ahmad
Sedighi (2017) are some examples. Fateme Tavakoli (2014) also compared the translations of Davis and
Kale Kasemaa in her dissertation. The authors didn't find any research on Wolpé's translation. Also,
there is no example of the simultaneous examination of two English translations of Conference of Birds
in reference databases.

Discussion

In these translations, there are four types of errors:

1. Misreading of the source text

In line 1512 of Goharin's version, "<&" means heat. But Davis read it as "—".

g\) B ;J_:_>-J_» u_,_? \_,<_*o - )‘ Al_ij V_H—; o S Q\:u_a u_:_a;d“)J

Davis: A world of sin, be sure, shall with contrition’s spittle be made pure.
2. Destruction of the semantic networks of the source text
In line 1479 of Goharin's version, "o.x = L. 5" is equivalent to " . z=1xl, -.5". It means blasphemy.

Davis translated "o~ L. s " as " accept The Christian cult " and also eliminated the " -z==lxl, s ™

s0, the concept of "blasphemy" was not transferred to the target text.
HJ_>- g>—.'.\_‘ﬂj—.; 9 ﬁ)l.\_.b_' ‘;,i“) ﬁj_> w\ ©y 3 — 'Zj 2 ; .X_h)

Davis: We should exchange the honours of belief for odium and scorn; we should accept The Christian
cult our sheikh could not reject.

3. Destruction of the syntactic structure of the source text

in lines 1536-1537 from Kadkani's version and 1528-1529 from Goharin's version, " :ilul=- | means

"her companions” and in the second stanza the pronoun " " refers to Sheikh and has the role of object.

The second stanza is a description of the sheik's seeing state. But translators have considered it for
companions.
JL)A P 6;[ W B) oj.,k__}‘ SEl el | uﬁbl : 3L_>r s ol L}I "\—“'\—i"\—‘ Qj_;-
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Wolpé: When his disciples saw him in such a state, they were stunned with grief and bliss. They greeted
him amazed and thankful.

Davis: They reeled between despair and joy — bewildered they drew near and sighed; From gratitude
they gladly would have died.

4. Destruction of the rhetorical structure of the source text

in line 1332 of Kadkani's version and 1325 of Goharin's version, " ~" allusions to the happy state.

"0s3 48 53 5" means destroy this happy state and 055 s " also means paying attention to him.

O b o N B] C)_:_e BE O—e ud_i_mn O—i‘ ol — O—.’J" e —

Wolpé: Don’t kick this poor wretch’s soul anymore, don’t trample him like a conqueror.

Davis: You need not try to humble wretchedness, or kick the foe Who in the dust submissively bows
low.

Wolpe translated "o -.Se 01> )" to ™ Don’t kick this poor " and "o 5l ~ s ;5 183" to ™ don’t trample
him". It proves a misunderstanding of ironies. Although Davis was more successful than Wolpé in the
first stanza, but he didn’t understand the irony of the second stanza.
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Conclusion

This study evaluates and analyzes Wolpé and Davis's translations of Attar’s Conference of Birds,
focusing on the Sheikh San’an story. Most of errors in these translations are rooted in the complexity of
syntactic constructions in the Persian poem, the translators' lack of knowledge about the rhetorical
constructions in the source language, and the lack of diacritics (for short vowels) of the Persian script.
In Davis's translation, there is evidence of adjusting the text according to the destination culture's favor.
This study shows that Wolpé's translation is generally closer to the original text than Davis's.

Keywords: correct understanding of the text, translation of Conference of Birds, Davis, criticism of
translation, Wolpé.
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