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Readers who are acquainted with “Attar’s Mantiq al-tayr will realize
the parallels between his longer poem and these earlier works. The
Persian version of the story by Ahmad Ghazili, which is published here
for the first time, may very well have been the source of cAg'gér’s monu-
mental narrative. Even if he did not use either the Persian or the Arabic
‘version directly as his source, it can be assumed that he was influenced
by it indirectly, for through the works of a generation of Persian Sufi
writers in the 6th/12th century such as “Ayn al-Qudit Hamadini,
Ruzbihdn Baqli, and Shihab al-Din Suhrawardi the story had become
quite popular in Sufi circles by CAttar’s time.

A NOTE ON THE SOURCES

The manuscript used for the Persian risalah is No. 1447 in Hamidiah
Library.

The Arabic risalah is taken from al-Jawahir al-ghawali, ed. M. Sabri
al-kurdi, Cairo 1343, pp. 146-152 and in some cases I made changes based
on a manuscript of this risd/ah in Majlis Library, No. 3923 (folio 73-6).



they can do is to send another message to the king and beg him, saying
although he is without need and utterly self-sufficient, his court is indeed
the refuge for the poor in spirit.

It is then, after they realize their worthlessness, that they are
received, take up residence in the king’s garden and find peace in their
hearts. There they inquire about their friends, those who died on the
path. “They have reached eternal life,” the birds are told. When they
ask if they too can reach this station, they are told that they cannot,
for they are still attached to their cages — their bodies. “What about
those who were unable to make the journey”, the birds ask? This
question has come to their minds because they imagine themselves to
have made the journey out of their own wills; consequently they believe
that those who could not do so were unwilling to come and see the king.
But the Simurgh tells them quite plainly that it was he himself who willed
first. He wanted them to come, so they came, while in the case of
those who did not travel he did not want them to come. When the birds
realize this last point, they reach the ultimate state of perfection and
find eternal peace.

Despite the fact that the risdlah is shori in length, it deals not
only with the doctrinal aspect of the spiritual journey towards God, but
also the practical aspect of Sufism. In the last part of their treatises,
the Ghazdlis adivse their readers to renew their primordial covenant
(Cahd-i alast) and learn the language of the birds. This task is accomplished
by external and internal purification; i.e., the novice must observe the
rules of the Shari®ah and the Tariqah. After purification, he must
continually and regularly say his daily prayers and finally try to remember
God (dhikr) continuously. Men are either asleep or awake through the
dhikr. If they are asleep and forgetful of the Merciful, then they are for-
gotten by God and so become Satan’s companions. But if they are
awakened through dhikr, then God associates Himself with them.



A group of birds, despite the differences in their habits, natures,
and songs, come together and agree that they need a king. Moreover,
they all say that no one is more suitable for that position than the
legendary bird Simurgh. Thereupon, they inquire about his court and
discover that he resides on an island far away. So, eager and determined,
they decide to make a journey to the island of this royal bird.

When they are ready to move, and just before they start their
journey, they are warned by a voice from the Unseen World that they
had better stay in their nests and not take such dangerous risks. This
warning only intensifies their eagerness, and they all declare themselves
ready to go on even if it leads to their death. Again, they are told that
they will be facing endless deserts, merciless and unfathomable oceans,
infinitely high mountains, and cities with burning and freezing climates.
All this only further intensifies their desires and makes them more
restless; and they begin to move.

As they proceed through different stages, they begin to face the
dangers they were warned against, and many of them lose their lives.
Some of them are drowned. Those who are accustomed to warm
climates die in cold cities, and those who are used to living in cold climates
die in hot cities. And finally some of them are killed by lightening.
A small group eventually reach the island, only to face still more troubles.

Upon their arrival at the island, they decide to send a messenger
to the king to inform him of their arrival, hoping thus to be received
by him without any more difficulty. But king Simurgh sends his own
messenger asking them why they have come. “We have come here to
accept you as our king, and become your subjects”, the birds answer.
This is obviously not the right attitude to display before a king who is
beyond all needs, and so the Simurgh disappoints them by replying that
he is self-sufficient and is not dependent on their servitude; he is the king
whether they say so or not, and whether they realize their state of slave-
hood or not. When they are thus dismissed, the birds fall into despair
and deep sorrow — able neither to return nor to stay. The only thing

5



There is a general opinion that Ahmad, being a Sufi master, was
critical of his older brother who had spent his youth on theology and
exoteric sciences. There is however a fair amount of evidence to disprove
this opinion. When their father died in their childhood, the orphans
remained close and received similar educations. Muhammad, being a
few years older than Ahmad, was always respected by the latter in
their youth. It is- even reasonable to suppose that Ahmad looked up to
his brother, who showed all signs of intellectual superiority and success in
his late teens and early twenties. Though the course of their intellectual
and spiritual training diverged in their twenties, Ahmad entering the
circle of the Sufis while Muhammad concentrated on religious juris-
prudence, theology, and philosophy, there is no indication that they
became critical of one another. Having been raised by a pious father
who was inclined towards Sufism, and later trained and educated along
with his brother by a Sufi friend of their father, Muhammad was by no
means unacquainted with Sufi doctrine and practice even before he
renounced his post as a professor and dedicated his life totally to Sufi
practice.

There are also incidents which show that they remained close in
their maturity. It has been said that when Muhammad decided to leave
his post in 488/1045, he asked his brother to take his chair temporarily
and look after his family in Baghdad. After that, though Ahmad spent
his time preaching to the public and guiding his disciples, he taught his
brother’s /hya’ Culim al-Din and made a summary of it called Lubdb al-
lhyd’. He even quite freely borrowed phrases and fragments from his
brother’s works and used them in some of his own writings. Finally the
use of one and the same theme by them in two treatises, one in Persian
and one in Arabic, reveals a close relationship and intimacy. Thus it
can be seen that they had a common interest in life; they had the same
goal and followed the same path, the goal and path allegorically stated

in the following story.
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By the name Ghazali is usually understood the famous theologian
and philosopher Abi Hamid Muhammad Ghazili (born 450/1058 — died
505/1111). Muhammad’s younger brother, Ahmad Ghazali (died 520/
1126), is less known due to the lack of sufficient research about his
works and life and also to the fact that he occupies a less important
position in the intellectual history of Islam than his brother. Though
Ahmad was not in the least as prolific as his brother, he wrote a number
of rather short treatises, the most famous of which is the Sawanih.
The originality and profundity of Ahmad’s thought in this book is
enough to place its author among the most impomant writers in the
history of classical Sufism. In the Sawanih Ghazali implicitly puts forth
his whole metaphysics of Love and thus establishes the foundation
of what may be called Persian Sufism. Aside from this book, Ahmad
wrote another very short treatise on the spiritual journey towards God
in an allegorical form. This risG/ah, so far as we know, is the first Persian
version of the story of the birds’ journey towards their king, Simurgh.
It is interesting to note that Ahmad’s brother also wrote a version of the
same story in Arabic, the Ris@lat al-tayr. Though it is not known who
wrote the story first, it is very likely that Ahmad translated his brother’s
risdlah from Arabic into Persian. Whatever the case may be, these two
versions, the Arabic and the Persian, presented in this volume indicate
the intimate relation between these two brothers.
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