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Introduction

The story of Sheikh San'an, a literary and mystical masterpiece by Attar of Nishapur
in the epic poem "Mantiq al-Tayr" (The Conference of the Birds), employs
allegorical and symbolic language to explore the path of spiritual wayfaring and the
attainment of truth. This 410-couplet narrative is positioned at the outset of the
thousands of couplets in Mantiq al-Tayr, preceding the description of the seven
valleys of spiritual journey. The central question this research addresses is: Given
that the core theme of Sheikh San'an's story is love, why is it placed outside the
'Valley of Love' and instead narrated at the beginning of the epic? This study aims
to uncover Attar's rationale for this structural choice and the symbolism it entails.
While previous studies have analyzed the symbols and meanings within the story,
they have largely overlooked this apparent contradiction in its placement within the
Mantiq al-Tayr's overall structure. This article provides a comprehensive analysis of
existing mystical approaches to the story and clarifies its relationship with the epic's
framework, seeking a fresh understanding of love and spiritual progression in Attar's
mysticism.

Research Method

This library-based research employs inferential, descriptive, and analytical methods
to examine the story of Sheikh San'an, focusing on its position within Mantiq al-
Tayr. It aims to identify interpretations closest to Attar's theoretical framework and
address key questions regarding the story's placement at the epic's beginning, outside
the Valley of Love.
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Discussion

In confirmation of the connection between the Story of Sheikh San’an and the entire Mantiq al-Tayr (The Conference
of the Birds) poem, Bertels writes: "This story is connected to the poem, and its entire narrative is linked to it; yet, it
is a separate and independent story. The Story of Sheikh San’an, aside from its supremely elegant form, holds great
significance. It is a concise exposition based on the ideas of Sufism: the disappearance of the individual self in the
cosmic Self." (Bertels, 1977, p. 556).

"The Story of Sheikh San’an by Farid al-Din Attar largely takes the form of an elaborate mystical allegory, founded
upon a specific and pleasing Sufi objective. Within the narrative, several other interesting mystical and philosophical
points are also alluded to. Naturally, the plot development, particularly towards the end where the Sheikh's remorse,
the disciple's dream of the Prophet, the Christian girl's conversion to Islam, and her surrendering her soul are addressed,
follows the impetus and requirements of the story's mystical aim and purpose. As Aristotle would say, it unfolded as
it necessarily should have, according to Attar's perspective, belief, and internal logic, not necessarily as it might have
happened in reality." (Mortazavi, 2004, p. 293).

As indicated, for deciphering the symbols in the Story of Sheikh San’an and achieving a deeper understanding of its
implicit messages, it is essential to consider the overall framework of the Mantiq al-Tayr and Attar's intellectual
background. In this regard, one of the preliminary steps in this analysis is examining two major schools in the history
of Islamic Sufism and mysticism: the Baghdad and Khorasan schools, also referred to as ascetic mysticism and
passionate mysticism, respectively. These two schools, recognized as prominent and influential currents in the history
of Islamic mysticism, exhibit significant differences in their approach, principles, and style of mystical experience.
"Sufism is the science of divine openings [futuh] that God unveils in the hearts of the elect for comprehending His
speech and receiving His addresses, in whatever way He wills and whenever He wills." (Sarraj Tusi, n.d., p. 27).
Conclusion

Sheikh San'an attains truth and spiritual independence after experiencing love and enduring arduous trials. His return
to the sanctuary and the conversion of the Christian girl signify the completion of his spiritual cycle. This return
symbolizes a reintegration with religious law, but now imbued with new awareness and gnosis. Having transcended
mere asceticism and the mystical path, he has realized the Truth. The conversion of the Christian girl is Attar's device
to reveal the symbolic nature of the narrative; the Sheikh, having experienced the path of love and truth, now acts as a
conduit to transmit this truth to others. This signifies that love initiates the path, while gnosis is its ultimate fruit. The
girl, initially a symbol of earthly love, achieves complete unity with divine truth, demonstrating the interplay of love
and knowledge in spiritual evolution.

This research highlights dreams or divine inspiration as a key motivating force in the Sheikh's journey. His dreams are
heavenly messages guiding him toward a transformative experience. These inspirations steer him toward a profound
love, manifested in his love for the Christian girl. She plays a pivotal symbolic role, acting as an intermediary tasked
with removing the Sheikh's spiritual veils and guiding him from asceticism to love and ultimately to truth. Thus, she
is not merely a character but a manifestation of divine grace. Consequently, the Sheikh's arduous path is interpreted
not as a deviation, but as a necessary divine trial for his spiritual perfection, guided by heavenly inspiration and the
girl's intermediary role, leading him to a deeper experience of truth and unity.
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