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Abstract

Attar, as noted in the introduction of Tazkirat al-Awliya, does not claim originality for this work and has adopted
the narratives of saints from earlier sources. In this regard, the central question of this study is: How does Attar
approach the transmission of these narratives, and what methodology does he adopt as a storyteller and
translator? Due to the vast number of mystics mentioned in this work, the present study focuses specifically on
the narratives attributed to Shibli (Dalf ibn Jahdar). With a comparative approach and method based on library
studies, the narratives of Shibli in Tazkirat al-Awliya and Hilyat al-Awliya are examined to understand how Attar
conveys his intended mystical concepts. By interpreting and analyzing key phrases, themes, descriptive styles,
and more, this study sheds light on how Attar has crafted and transmitted his narratives of mystical thought. The
key finding of this research is that Attar, in his role as both a translator and writer, does not maintain a singular
approach but rather assumes a dual function. While faithfully adhering to the source material in recounting
Shibli’s narratives, he simultaneously employs elements of reinterpretation, omission, and personal stylistic
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interpretation to craft his own unique narrative style. This creative reworking serves to simplify the text,
eliminate redundancies, and more effectively communicate mystical messages to a Persian-speaking audience.
This reflects an interaction between Attar’s commitment to the authenticity of the source material and the
cultural needs of his target audience.

Keywords: Shibli, Tazkerat al-Awlia’, < Attar, Heliyat al-Awliya’, Translation.

Introduction

Farid al-Din ‘Attar of Nishapur, a preeminent poet and mystic of the 6th and 7th Islamic centuries (12th and 13th
CE), elevated Persian mystical poetry to a sublime stage following Sana’i, thereby laying the foundational
groundwork for the works of Rumi. According to the preface of his Mukhtar Nama, his established major works
include the Khosrow Nama, Asrar Nama, Tayr Nama, Musibat Nama, Jawahir Nama, Sharh al-Qalb, and his
Divan (collected poems). The Tadhkirat al-Awliya’ is singularly recognized as his sole prose composition.

The Tadhkirat al-Awliya’ was compiled through adaptation from various Sufi sources, including Hilyat al-
Awliya’, Tabaqat al-Sifiyya, al-Ta ‘arruf li-Madhhab Ahl al-Tasawwuf, Risalat al-Qushayriyya, al-Lum fi al-
Tasawwuf, and Sifat al-Safwa. A significant portion of the narratives in this work was derived from antecedent
Arabic texts, which Attar subsequently rendered into Persian. He intentionally omitted the citation of sources and
chains of transmission (isnad) due to the lay nature of his intended readership and the widespread fame of these
narrations—a deliberate methodological choice also observed in the Tarikh-i Balami.

In the process of adaptation, ‘Attar’s personal interpretation, literary tone, and aesthetic sensibility influenced
the narratives, occasionally resulting in semantic divergence from the source material. This research employs a
comparative approach to examine ‘Attar’s methods of translational rendition and re-creation, demonstrating that
he operated beyond mere translation. Through a creative methodology, he rendered mystical concepts immediate
and comprehensible to his audience; however, this very creativity occasionally led to a divergence from the
original intent of the source texts.

Review of Literature
A number of articles have examined and compared the narrations of certain mystics in the Tadhkirat al-Awliya’
with ‘Attar’s earlier sources, such as:

e Kuradkolayi et al. (2020) conducted a comparative study of the figure of Manstr Hallaj in Tadhkirat al-
Awliya’ and Kashf al-Mahjiab from a mystical perspective. They argue that both Hajviri, in Kashf al-Mahjib, and
‘Attar of Nishapur, in Tadhkirat al-Awliya’, refer to Husayn Manstr Hallaj in specific sections of their works.
Using a descriptive—analytical and comparative approach, the study demonstrates that Hajviri, due to his
adherence to the doctrine of sahw (sobricty), presents a relatively reserved portrayal of Hallaj, affirming his piety
and miraculous abilities while rejecting his doctrine of Auliil. In contrast, ‘Attar, influenced by his strong
mystical orientation, depicts a sanctified image of Hallaj and considers the disclosure of divine secrets as his sole
transgression.

e Qafilebashi and Ziba (2008) comparatively examine selected anecdotes from Kashf al-Mahjib and
Tadhkirat al-Awliya’, applying Vladimir Propp’s morphological framework to analyze the narrative structures of
the two works. Their study highlights similarities and differences in narrative patterns and functions across the
anecdotes presented in these texts.

e Daneshvar et al. (2016) investigate the personality dimensions of Dhii al-Niin al-Misri in three major
tadhkiras: Tabagat al-Sifiyya, Tadhkirat al-Awliya’, and Nafhat al-Uns. Through a comparative analysis of
historical, descriptive, and narrative reports, the authors show that all three sources portray Dhii al-Nin as a
spiritually elevated figure inclined toward Sufi teachings. They note that Ansari, influenced by the restrictive
social and ideological conditions of his time, presents Dhii al-Ntn as a mystic firmly committed to religious and
legal norms. In contrast, ‘Attar, drawing on miraculous elements and narrative techniques, portrays him as a
struggling mystic shaped by social corruption. Jami, however, offers a more balanced depiction, presenting Dhii
al-Nun as a moderate Sufi whose primary mission is ethical and spiritual guidance.

To date, no independent research has specifically addressed the manner of ‘Attar’s translation/transmission in
rendering the narratives of sheikhs and Sufis from earlier sources. The present study exclusively investigates the
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personal position of ‘Attar in recounting the narratives of Shibli drawn from the Hilyat al-Awliya’.

Methodology

Acknowledging that ‘Attar was not an innovator in the Tadhkirat al-Awliya’ and that his primary role was that of
a translator and interpreter of the sayings of mystics drawn from prior sources, this study adopts a qualitative and
library-based methodology to comparatively examine the narratives concerning Shibli found in the Tadhkirat al-
Awliya’ and Hilyat al-Awliya’.

The objective is to ascertain ‘Attar’s approach in his capacity as an adapter and to gauge the degree to which
the authenticity and purity of the source narratives have been preserved. This will be accomplished by
identifying, translating, and contrasting the common themes across the two works, followed by an analysis of the
axes of convergence and divergence (potential omissions and additions by ‘Attar). This analytical approach will
elucidate the extent of Abli Nu‘aym’s (the author of Hilyat al-Awliya’) style and thought upon ‘Attar’s mode of
transmission and interpretation.

Results

The narrative methods employed by ‘Attar (Tadhkirat al-Awliya’) and Abu Nu‘aym (Hilyat al-Awliya’

concerning Shibli, while influenced by a shared cultural milieu in common mystical subjects and the use of
literary language, possess fundamental differences. Abii Nu‘aym maintains a text-centric approach, featuring
precise citation of the isnad (chain of transmission), which attests to his scholarly audience. In contrast, ‘Attar
adopts a dual approach; by omitting documentary details and simplifying the prose, he targets a more general
audience, allowing himself greater latitude in the interpretation, allegorical reading (ta 'wil), and re-creation of
the narratives.

Statistical analysis indicates that ‘Attar faithfully transmitted only 30% of the 10 shared anecdotes of Shibli
without alteration. In the remaining 70%, his approach comprised 19% allegorical reading (ta 'wil), 23%
interpretation, and 28% omission and summarization. Therefore, ‘Attar is established not merely as a translator,
but as a creative artist who, through re-creation, rendered complex mystical messages accessible to a broader
readership.

This research demonstrates that Attar not only prioritized the authenticity of narratives but also rendered
them more accessible and focused by adapting sections of the text into the Persian language and culture through
omission and creative recreation. This approach illuminates two profound aspects for the analysis of Attar’s
work: 1) A commitment to conveying the mystical message through creative modification, and 2) The
strengthening of the connection between Islamic mysticism and the Persian-speaking audience. Crucially, this
study also provides a clear answer to long-standing philological questions: How did Attar manage to forge fresh
and impactful narratives while remaining anchored to the authentic sources of mysticism? The answer lies in his
strategic deployment of cultural simplification, linguistic innovation, and the judicious removal of superfluous
details to emphasize the core mystical message. Consequently, this study offers a robust foundation and
inspiration for future researchers in the fields of mystical translation criticism and Islamic textual studies.
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