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HexoTopbie B3IIs1AbI HA JJUTEPATYPHYIO LIECHHOCTH
«Pucanar-yr-Tyilyp» Axmana I'azann

Annomayus: B cratse paccmMaTpuBaeTCs IUTepaTypHas IeHHOCTh «Pucanat yr-Ty#-
yp» Axmana ['azanu B cypusme XII B., BBOZUTCS TEKCT, ONMPEAENCTCS JIUTEPATy pHAS
LIEHHOCTh MUCTUUYECKUX aJUIErOPHil, BBIABISIETCS HEOOXOAMMOCTD IeJIEHAIIPABICHHON
JUTEPAaTypPHOH OLIEHKH, BBIXOASIIEH 32 paMKH TOKTPUHAIBHBIX PE3IOME UIIU NMPOCTOT0
CpPaBHEHUS, U U3JIaral0TCs LIENU UCCIEN0BaHUs. B cTaThe NCIONbB3yeTCsl KaUeCTBEHHbIN
IIOJXO0Jl, OCHOBAaHHBII Ha BHUMAaTEIbHOM IIPOYTEHUU NIEPBUYHOIO TEKCTA (C ONOPOH Ha
YCTOSIBLIIMECS MIEPEBOBI U KPUTUUYECKUE U3JaHUs) B COUETAHUN C CUMBOJIUYECKUM, aJl-
JIETOPUYECKUM U CTUJIMCTHYECKUM aHAJIN30M. Pe3ynbTaThl CHHTE3UPYIOTCS, MOTYEPKHU-
Basi CHHEPI€THUECKYIO CBA3b MEXIY JTUTEPATYPHOH (GOPMOI M1 MUCTUYECKUM COAEpXKa-
HHueM B «Pucamar».

Temoli oOCyX/I€HUS B TaHHOH cTaThe SABIsiCTCS BBeAcHUE B «Pucamar-yT-Tyroyp»
Axmana ['azanm ¢ y4eToM ero CTpyKTypbl U COIEp:KaHUA, TUTEPaTypPHOTO 3HAYCHUS,
3HAYUMOCTH XYA0KECTBEHHOTO BOOOpakeHUsSI MUCTHUKA, AeTallell COOBITUH U BIUSHUS
tekcTa «Pucanar-yr-Tyroyp» Ha npyrue 60jee mo3gHue npousseneHus. B ctaTee Takxke
W3JIaraloTCsl MHEHHUSI YUYEHBIX O €r0 Ba)KHOCTH M JIUTEPaTypPHOH LIEHHOCTH.

Kniouesvie cnosa: Axman I'azanu, Pucanar-yt-Tymoyp, 11000Bb (HIIIK),
BIFOONIEHHBIN (amuK), CuMypr
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Some Views on Literary Value of “Risalat-ut-Tuyur” by Ahmad Ghazali

Abstract: The given article dwells on the literary value of “Risalat ut-Tuyur” by Ah-
mad Ghazali within 12"-century Sufism, introduces the text, defines literary value for
mystical allegories, identifies the need for focused literary assessment beyond doctrinal
summaries or simple comparison, and outlines the study’s objectives. The article utilizes
a qualitative approach based on close reading of the primary text (relying on established
translations and critical editions), combined with symbolic, allegorical, and stylistic
analysis. The findings are synthesized, highlighting the synergistic relationship between
literary form and mystical content in the “Risalat”.

The subject of discussion in this article is an introduction to Ahmad Ghazali’s “Ri-
salat-ut-Tuyur”, considering its structure and content, literary significance, the promi-
nence of the mystic's artistic imagination, the details of the events, and the influence of
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the text of “Risalat-ut-Tuyur” on other later works. The article also expresses opinions
on its importance and literary value from the perspective of scholars.

Key words: Ahmad Ghazali, Risalat-ut-Tuyur, love (ishq), lover (ashiq), Simurgh

1. INTRODUCTION

1.1. CONTEXT: AHMAD GHAZALI AND 12™-CENTURY SUFISM

Ahmad ibn Muhammad al-Ghazali (d. 520/1126) was a highly influential Persian
Sufi mystic, preacher, and Shafi’i jurist, flourishing during the Seljuk period. Living in
the shadow of his elder, more famous brother, Abu Hamid al-Ghazali (d. 1111), Ahmad
carved his own distinct path within Islamic mysticism, becoming particularly renowned
for his profound and often daring explorations of divine love (ishq) [13]. His ministry
in Baghdad and Hamadan attracted numerous disciples, and his teachings, emphasizing
experiential knowledge and the centrality of love in the relationship with the Divine,
left a lasting imprint on subsequent Sufi thought and practice [14]. The 11" and 12*
centuries were a fertile period for the development of Sufi literature, witnessing a shift
towards more systematic expression of mystical doctrines and the increasing use of
allegory and symbolic poetry to convey ineffable experiences [12]. Ahmad Ghazali
stands as a key figure in this transition, bridging didactic prose with evocative, symbol-
ically charged writing.

1.2. THE TEXT: “RISALAT UT-TUYUR”

Among Ahmad Ghazali’s relatively small corpus of extant works, “Risalat ut-Tuyur”
(Treatise of the Birds, also known as “Risalat al-Tayr”) occupies a unique position. It is
a short allegorical narrative, likely composed in Persian although early Arabic versions
also circulated, depicting the journey of various birds, symbolizing different types of
human souls or spiritual aspirants, towards the court of the great “Simurgh” or “Anqa”
(Phoenix / Griffon), representing the Divine Reality or the ultimate spiritual goal [11;
1]. Guided by a leader figure (often identified implicitly or explicitly as the Hoopoe in
related traditions), the birds encounter challenges and temptations, reflecting the stages
and pitfalls of the Sufi path (tarigah). While the narrative framework echoes potential
earlier inspirations (such as Ibn Sina’s own “Risalat al-Tayr”) and clearly anticipates
Fariduddin Attar’s much longer and more famous “Mantiq ut-Tayr” (Conference of the
Birds), Ahmad Ghazali’s version possesses its own distinct focus, tone, and literary
characteristics [15].

1.3. DEFINING LITERARY VALUE IN MYSTICAL ALLEGORY

Assessing the literary value of a work like “Risalat ut-Tuyur” requires a nuanced ap-
proach that transcends purely aesthetic or formalist criteria, while still rigorously exa-
mining them. Within the context of Sufi literature, literary value is intrinsically linked
to the text’s efficacy in achieving its didactic and transformative aims — that is, its abi-
lity to guide the reader towards mystical understanding and experience [16]. Therefore,
literary value here encompasses:

— Aesthetic and Formal Qualities: The skillfulness of the language, the coherence
and resonance of the allegorical structure, the richness and appropriateness of the sym-
bolism and imagery, the effectiveness of rhetorical devices, and the overall stylistic
artistry.

52



— Thematic Depth and Insight: The profundity with which core mystical themes
(e.g., the soul’s journey, divine love, knowledge vs. experience, guidance, unity) are
explored and illuminated through the literary medium.

— Communicative Power: The capacity of the text to evoke intellectual understand-
ing, affective response (awe, longing, fear), and potentially, spiritual insight in the in-
tended audience (originally, Sufi disciples, but extending to later readers).

— Originality and Influence: The degree to which the work offers a novel perspective
or formulation within its tradition and its impact on subsequent literary and mystical
developments.

1.4. PROBLEM STATEMENT AND RESEARCH GAP

While “Risalat ut-Tuyur” is frequently mentioned in studies of Sufism and Persian
literature, often as a precursor to Attar or as an example of Sufi allegory [17], detailed
analyses focusing specifically on its intrinsic literary merit remain relatively scarce, es-
pecially in recent Anglophone scholarship. Much attention has understandably focused
on Ahmad Ghazali’s more extensive work on love, “Sawanih fi’l-’Ishq” (Aphorisms
on Love), or on comparative studies that primarily use “Risalat” to illuminate Attar’s
later masterpiece. There exists a gap in scholarship dedicated to a profound, standalone
assessment of the literary artistry and value inherent in “Risalat ut-Tuyur” by Ghazali
itself, recognizing it not merely as a stepping stone, but as a concise yet potent literary
achievement. Recent scholarship has revisited Ahmad Ghazali’s broader significance,
creating a timely opportunity to re-evaluate the literary dimensions of this specific work.

The corpus of our study aims to move beyond surface description or purely doc-
trinal interpretation to explore the intricate ways in which Ghazali employs literary
techniques — allegory, symbolism, style, rhetoric — to convey complex Sufi ideas and
experiences. The scope includes:

— to consider the allegorical structure and its effectiveness in details;

— to analyze the key symbols (especially avian) and imagery;

— to assess the prose style and rhetorical strategies;

— to explore the major Sufi themes as manifested literarily.

2. METHODS
2.1. PRIMARY SOURCE

The primary text for this analysis is “Risalat ut-Tuyur” by Ahmad Ghazali. While
acknowledging the existence of both Persian and Arabic versions and scholarly debate
surrounding the original language, this study primarily relies on critically regarded En-
glish translations that reflect the core narrative and symbolic structure common to the
extant manuscript traditions. Specifically, reference is made to translations such as that
by I. Shekhimov, Ed. & Annot (2015) — Faslnomai Kamoli Khujandi [Quarterly Jour-
nal of Kamoli Khujandi], 3(3), pp. 160-168; N. Purjavodi (1976; 60 pp.). The analysis
focuses on the semantic content, symbolic structures, stylistic elements, and narrative
progression evident in these accessible versions.

2.2. ANALYTICAL FRAMEWORK

This study employs a qualitative methodology centered on literary analysis. The
core components of the framework are:
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— Close Reading: detailed examination of the text’s language, structure, and narra-
tive elements to identify patterns, nuances, and specific literary techniques employed
by Ghazali.

— Allegorical Interpretation: analyzing the “Risalat” as a sustained allegory, iden-
tifying the symbolic correspondences between the avian characters, their actions, the
landscape, and the intended mystical meanings related to the soul’s journey towards
God. This involves mapping the narrative onto established Sufi concepts of spiritual
stations (magamat) and states (ahwal).

—Symbolic Analysis: investigating the specific connotations and multi-layered mean-
ings of key symbols, particularly the different species of birds representing soul-types
or spiritual attitudes, the figure of the guide, the ultimate goal (Simurgh / Anga), and
recurring natural imagery (desert, mountain, water, etc.).

— Stylistic Analysis: assessing the characteristics of Ghazali’s prose, including sen-
tence structure, diction (choice of words), tone (didactic, evocative, warning), use of
rhetorical figures (metaphor, simile, paradox, personification), and the integration of
Quranic verses or Hadith allusions.

— Comparative Literature: Situating “Risalat ut-Tuyur” within its literary and intel-
lectual context. This involves:

— comparison with potential precursors (e.g., Ibn Sina’s treatise of the same name)
to identify elements of continuity and innovation;

— comparison with Ahmad Ghazali’s other major work, Sawanih, to explore thematic
and stylistic coherence in his oeuvre, particularly regarding the theme of love;

— comparison with “Mantiq ut-Tayr” by Fariduddin Attar to highlight both Ghazali’s
foundational role and the distinct characteristics of his earlier, shorter work.

— Historical Contextualization: understanding the text within the socio-religious mi-
lieu of 12"-century Persia and the evolving tradition of Sufi didactic literature.

3. MAIN RESULTS AND DISCUSSION

The primary literary vehicle of “Risalat” is its allegorical framework, depicting the
perilous journey of the soul towards the Divine. Its value lies in its potent combination
of simplicity and depth. Ghazali masterfully employs various birds not just as generic
souls, but as representatives of specific spiritual types, attitudes, or attachments that
hinder the journey. While perhaps less elaborated than in Attar, the selection (e. g., the
peacock representing vanity, the duck attached to worldly comforts, the hawk sym-
bolizing ambition or pride) serves as an effective diagnostic tool for the reader’s own
spiritual condition. The literary skill lies in choosing birds whose natural characteristics
align symbolically with human psychological or spiritual traits, making the allegory
immediately intuitive yet resonant.

The former in question occupies a distinct position within mystical literature as a
symbolic and philosophical Sufi work. Among the works attributed to Ahmad Ghazali,
“Risalat ut-Tuyur” is ranked among the prominent works of Sufism. This work conti-
nued the tradition of employing avian symbolism for the explanation and elaboration
of Sufi doctrines and concepts. This treatise bears a very close resemblance to Ahmad
Ghazali’s other Sufi works regarding the scope of its primary theme, method of narra-
tive construction, use of allegory and anecdotes, the prominence of the mystic’s artistic
imagination, and the detailing of events.

The Divine Imam (Imam-i rabbant), the Master of the Saints (sayyid ul-awliya —
leader of the friends of God), the Pole of the Pure Ones (qutb ul-asfiya — elder and
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authority of God’s chosen ones) Ahmad ibn Muhammad al-Ghazali, may God sanctify
his noble soul (qaddasallahu rithah ul-‘aziz — Meaning: May God hold his dear soul
sacred), said: “Although the birds were many and their nature, disposition, and voices
were diverse, and each of them had an inclination (kashish — inclination, attachment)
towards a different nest and a different abode, nevertheless, all of them (hamginon — all,
everyone) became allies with one another and agreed, saying: “It is incumbent upon us
(la budd) to have a king, to whose court we may go at any time and present our needs
to him” [3: 160].

Foruzanfar attributes the title “Risalat ut-Tuyur” of this captivating mystical work
by Ghazali to the Glorious Quran, explaining his view as follows: “Risalat ut-Tuyur” is
derived from the verse ‘And Solomon was David’s heir. He said: “O people! We have
been taught the language of birds (mantiq al-tayr)...” (Surah An-Naml, verse 16), which
commentators (mufassirin) have interpreted in its literal sense (ma‘ni-i zahirT), mean-
ing knowledge and understanding of the speech and melody of birds, and they have
related several anecdotes about Solomon’s conversations with birds, and Sheikh Attar
expressed this same meaning in describing Solomon’s ring:

31 HOMU OH HUTHHAII Iy, Ha a3 Faip,
Pymy3u mypy xamdu MaHTHK-yT-Takip [6: 214].

Concerning “Risalat ut-Tuyur” by Ahmad Ghazali, or works following its model in
the history of classical literature, no separate monograph has been authored, aside from
mentions and descriptions by tazkirah writers (biographers). However, some prominent
writers of classical Persian-Tajik literature followed Attar, drawing upon the anecdotes
within his masnavis. In classical literature, after the composition of “Mantiq ut-Tayr”,
most references made to the world of birds were undoubtedly references to this same
narrative by Attar. The most prominent follower of Attar is Mawlawi (Rumi), who held
great love and devotion for Attar and used to say:

Man on Magnou PymusiM, K1 a3 HyTKaM I1akap pesa,
Banexun map cyxan rydTan Fymomu maix Attopam [7: 43].

The edition of “Risalat ut-Tuyur” prepared by Foruzanfar contains a detailed intro-
duction, in which he has expressed views concerning the issues of Ahmad Ghazali’s life
and works. In this introduction, the scholar expressed his personal views regarding the
personalities of great historical figures, subsequently stated his opinion concerning the
essence of Sufism, and linked this line of thought to the mystical life of Ghazali [7: 43].

Among these works, “Risalat ut-Tuyur” is the treatise whose attribution to Ghazali
is most strongly emphasized by sources. Foruzanfar provides brief information con-
cerning this treatise and reports on its most significant manuscripts and printed editions.

The study of the life and works of Ghazali holds particular significance not only
in the East (Khovar-zamin) but also in the Western world. Another scholar who has
undertaken the study of Ghazali’s works and has artfully conducted his research is the
German Orientalist Hellmut Ritter. This scholar was a master of the Persian and Ara-
bic languages, a German writer and researcher, an expert in theology (ilohiyot), and a
textual scholar (matnshinos) of Latin and Greek. He authored a highly valuable book
entitled as “Daryoi Jon” (The Ocean of the Soul), in two volumes. This book is consid-
ered Ritter’s most important and prominent work, entirely dedicated to the explanation
and commentary of Ghazali’s thought [3: 16]. Ritter possessed the virtues of meticulous
observation (daqiqnazarT), scholarly integrity (pokizakorT), and an understanding of the
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spiritual essence (hastii ma’nav1) of authors. He was well-versed in European and East-
ern languages, which enabled him to conduct excellent research concerning Ghazali.

In his work, Ritter primarily relies on the four masnavis [of Attar], among which “Man-
tiq ut-Tayr” holds a special position. Specifically concerning “Mantiq ut-Tayr”, he writes
the following: “Regarding ‘“Mantiq ut-Tayr”, fortunately, we are aware of the source from
which the poet [Attar] drew inspiration in composing this narrative. This source is “Ri-
salat ut-Tuyur”, the Arabic version (riwayat) of which is attributed to Imam Muhammad
al-Ghazali. From certain difficulties present in the style of the Arabic version, it appears
that this version must be a translation, and seemingly translated from a Persian original.
Its Persian version is attributed to his brother, Ahmad al-Ghazali” [3: 18].

Ritter considers Ghazali’s thought and worldview to be broader and richer than what
is presented in “Risalat ut-Tuyur”.

The author [Ritter] selects compelling themes from Ahmad Ghazali’s works and
reflects upon approximately 30 topics. In the book, each topic encompasses numer-
ous sub-topics, which allows the main theme to be elucidated with greater clarity and
comprehensiveness. In nearly all the topics presented for discussion and analysis, anec-
dotes from “Risalat ut-Tuyur” are utilized to reinforce the argument. Particularly con-
cerning themes such as death and impermanence, the phenomenal world (dunya), the
unquenchable yearning (shawq) for gnosis of God (ma’rifat), the theme where the poet
speaks of himself, the audacity of the ‘wise fools’ (devonagon) towards God, content-
ment (qanoat) and spiritual poverty (faqr), annihilation (fana) and union (ittihad) with
the Divine (uluhiyat), and the theme of the inward journey (safar dar khud), these are
sections wherein the author [Ritter] draws most extensively upon “Risalat ut-Tuyur”.
At times drawing upon the figures of the birds, at other times upon the events that trans-
pired with the birds, occasionally upon the prominent figure of the Hoopoe, or upon the
engaging anecdotes of the aforementioned narrative, he [Ritter] elucidates compelling
points. Ritter reveals to us the noble world of Ghazali through a distinctive lens, such
that any connoisseur of literature (sukhan-shinos) and devotee of love (ishqg-pesha) in-
evitably becomes captivated by his words and thoughts.

Foruzanfar, regarding those narratives accessible to him, provides concise informa-
tion while searching for the historical foundations of the story of Sheikh San’an. He
recounts, among others, historical anecdotes from the Umayyad and Abbasid periods
(an era when well-maintained and pleasant Christian monasteries existed, which some
love-inclined (oshig-pesha) and wine-bibbing (boda-gusor) Muslims frequented, en-
gaging with the convent girls), the story of Madrak ibn Ali al-Shaybani (a Bedouin
from Basra who studied jurisprudence (figh) and ultimately fell in love with a Chris-
tian girl named Umru), the narrative of the poet Abbada (who became infatuated with
a monk and, unlike others, reportedly removed the beloved from the monastery), and
the account of Ibn Saqqa (the most famous story; according to reports, Ibn Saqqa was
a Quran reciter, and the outcome of his affair was similar to the others). In concluding
this matter, he [Foruzanfar] emphasizes the existence of another narrative that closely
resembles Sheikh Attar’s version, and that this story is derived from the book “Tuhfat
al-Muluk” by Muhammad al-Ghazali [Ahmad’s brother]. The Sheikh’s name in [Mu-
hammad] al-Ghazali’s story appears as Abdurrazzaq al-San’ani.

Overall, it can be emphasized that although “Risalat ut-Tuyur” is considered a brief
composition in terms of structure and volume, nevertheless, through the language of the
birds, this insightful author (navisanda-i sohib-nazar) elucidated the stages of the mys-
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tical journey (marohit-i sayr-i suluk) with particular appeal (jazzobiyat-i khossa), sub-
sequently influencing writers and poets (adibon u sukhanvaron) who came after him.

Limitations of the Study

This study faces certain limitations. Firstly, relying primarily on translations inev-
itably means some nuances of the original Persian or Arabic prose style, wordplay, or
scriptural resonance may be missed. A deeper analysis would require engagement with
the original language manuscripts. Secondly, the relative scarcity of dedicated recent
scholarship focusing solely on the literary aspects of the “Risalat” limits the extent of
direct dialogue with contemporary critical perspectives specifically on this text’s artist-
ry. Thirdly, the brevity of the text itself means that the analysis, while profound, neces-
sarily deals with a more constrained set of literary features compared to analyses of
longer works. Finally, definitively tracing direct influence beyond Attar is challenging
due to the nature of medieval manuscript transmission and literary borrowing.

4. CONCLUSION

4.1. RESTATEMENT OF MAIN FINDINGS

This analysis has argued that “Risalat ut-Tuyur” by Ahmad Ghazali, despite its
brevity and its frequent positioning as a mere precursor to “Mantiq ut-Tayr” by Attar
possesses significant intrinsic literary value. This value derives from its skillfully con-
structed allegorical framework, which effectively narrates the soul’s journey; its rich
and multi-layered symbolic language, particularly the use of avian and natural imagery;
its distinctive prose style characterized by evocative concision and rhetorical finesse;
its profound thematic resonance with core Sufi concepts like divine love, self-annihi-
lation, and the need for guidance; and its demonstrable originality and foundational
influence within the Sufi allegorical tradition. The study found that the text’s literary
elements and mystical content are deeply intertwined, with the artistry of the form
serving to enhance the communication and experiential potential of the Sufi teachings
embedded within it.

4.2. FINAL ASSESSMENT OF LITERARY VALUE

“Risalat ut-Tuyur” should be recognized not just as a historically important text but
as a minor masterpiece of Sufi literature. Its literary value lies in its successful distil-
lation of complex mystical ideas into a compelling, accessible, and symbolically rich
allegorical narrative. Its conciseness is a mark of its mastery, achieving significant im-
pact through economical means. While it may lack the encyclopedic scope and poetic
grandeur of Attar’s later work, its focused intensity, evocative power, and structural
clarity grant it a distinct and enduring place in the canon. It represents a high point in
early Sufi prose allegory, demonstrating Ahmad Ghazali’s considerable literary talents
alongside his recognized mystical depth.

4.3. CONCLUDING REMARKS

Ultimately, “Risalat ut-Tuyur” by Ahmad Ghazali serves as a powerful reminder
that literary value in mystical traditions is often inseparable from spiritual efficacy. Its
enduring appeal stems from its ability to cloth profound spiritual truths in beautiful and
resonant literary form. By taking flight with Ghazali’s birds, readers across centuries
are invited into a contemplation of their own spiritual journey. This profound analysis
reaffirms the need to appreciate the “Risalat” on its own terms, recognizing its unique
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contribution to the rich tapestry of Persian Sufi literature and confirming its status as a
work of significant and enduring literary value.
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