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Abstract

Attar of Nishapur (Farid al-Din Attar), a renowned poet—mystic of the
6th—7th centuries AH, articulates profound mystical themes through
symbols and allusions. Among his works, Mantiq al-Tayr (The
Conference of the Birds) is closely tied to religious and Sufi
symbolism. It has been translated into several languages, including
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Arabic. This study evaluates three Arabic translations—by Ahmad
Naji al-Qaisi, Badie Muhammad Juma, and Ali Abbas Zuleikha—
focusing on the challenge of rendering hints and allusions. Using
Ritva Leppihalme’s model, we assess allusion-translation strategies in
a descriptive framework. Given the scope of the poem, we analyze the
first 65 verses (“A Conversation with the Birds”), which are especially
dense with allusions and symbols. Findings indicate that only al-Qaisi
consistently attends to the meanings embedded in symbolic allusions
and selects suitable equivalents.

Key words: Attar; Mantiq al-Tayr; symbols; allusions; Leppihalme
model.

Introduction

A successful translation enables target readers to comprehend the text
readily and grasp its nuances. To achieve this, translators must be
conversant with the linguistic techniques and cultural concepts of both
source and target languages. Among these techniques, allusions are
particularly demanding: their translation requires deep cultural
knowledge and sensitivity to intertextual cues. Attar employs
allusions and symbols extensively, notably in Mantiq al-Tayr. When
translators overlook this symbolic dimension, the text’s concealed
meanings become opaque, and readers may lose both nuance and
clarity.

Leppihalme’s widely used model offers practical solutions for
rendering allusions. This study addresses two questions: (1) Which
Arabic translation most successfully renders the allusions in the
selected verses? (2) Which of Leppihalme’s strategies occurs most
frequently in these translations of Mantiq al-Tayr?

Research background
A doctoral thesis completed at the University of Tehran (2017),
“Review and Critique of the Arabic Translations of Attar’s Mantiq al-
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Tayr by Ahmad al-Qaisi and Badi Juma,” examined manipulation and
rhetorical devices, concluding that both translators misinterpreted
numerous ironies and metaphors. A 2010 article, “T. S. Eliot’s Poems
in Persian: A Case Study of 7a/mih (Allusion) Translation,” analyzed
sixteen Persian translations of four Eliot poems using Kristeva’s
intertextuality and Leppihalme’s model. Another study (2012),
“Meaning Transfer and Intertextuality Based on Leppihalme’s
Model,” investigated proper-name and key-phrase allusions in Ahmad
Matar’s poems. To date, however, no research has examined the
Arabic translations of Mantig al-Tayr’s symbolic allusions
specifically through Leppihalme’s framework; the present study is
therefore novel in this respect.

Research method

Because Leppihalme’s model comprises two parts with multiple
subcategories, this study focuses— for concision—on key allusive
phrases. We employ a descriptive—analytical approach to examine the
allusions in the first 65 verses of the opening poem of Mantiq al-Tayr,
titled “A Conversation with the Birds.” We then analyze their
rendering in three Arabic translations—Ahmad Naji al-Qaisi (1969),
Badie Muhammad Juma (2002), and Ali Abbas Zuleikha (2021)—and
evaluate each translator’s performance.

Conclusion

Leppihalme’s model identifies several methods for translating
allusions, including strategies for proper names and key phrases. In
translating Mantiq al-Tayr, concise descriptions of historical and
Qur’anic references and brief explanations of symbolic meanings in
footnotes proved the most effective means of conveying symbolic
allusions. Ahmad Naji al-Qaisi consistently flags such references in
footnotes, drawing readers’ attention to Qur’anic allusions and latent
meanings; he does so by consulting commentaries (e.g., Goharin and
Mashkur) and works on Qur’anic narratives. As a result, his
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translation surpasses the other two in handling allusions, relying
primarily on descriptive footnotes in line with Leppihalme’s model.
By contrast, Zuleikha’s translation lacks explanatory notes, tends
toward literal rendering, and occasionally misinterprets terms, which
obscures allusive content.
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