
the conference of the birds
the conference of the birds is a seminal work of Persian literature and Sufi mysticism authored by
Farid ud-Din Attar in the 12th century. This allegorical poem narrates the spiritual journey of a group
of birds in search of their sovereign, the Simurgh. Through vivid storytelling and rich symbolism, the
poem explores themes of self-discovery, divine love, and enlightenment. The conference of the birds
remains a cornerstone in mystical literature and continues to influence contemporary spiritual
thought and poetry. This article delves into the historical background, narrative structure, thematic
elements, and the lasting impact of the conference of the birds. The exploration will also cover its
relevance in modern culture and its interpretations across different disciplines.
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Historical Context and Authorship

The conference of the birds was composed by the Persian poet Farid ud-Din Attar during the 12th
century, a period marked by significant developments in Islamic mysticism and poetry. Attar was a
prominent figure in Sufism, known for blending spiritual teachings with poetic expression. His work
emerged within the rich cultural tapestry of medieval Persia, where mystics sought to articulate the
ineffable experiences of divine love and union with God.

Attar’s contributions were influenced by earlier Sufi thinkers and poets, yet the conference of the
birds stands out for its unique narrative style and allegorical depth. This poem was written in Persian,
the literary language of the region, and has been translated into numerous languages, expanding its
reach beyond the Islamic world. The historical context of the poem’s creation reflects a time when
Sufi orders were flourishing, and poetry served as a vehicle for spiritual instruction and reflection.

Narrative Structure and Plot Overview

The conference of the birds unfolds as an allegorical quest undertaken by a diverse assembly of birds,
each representing human faults and virtues. The birds convene to decide on a king, ultimately



agreeing to seek the mythical Simurgh, a symbol of divine truth and ultimate reality. The journey to
find the Simurgh is filled with challenges that test the birds’ resolve and faith.

The Assembly of the Birds

At the outset, the birds gather to discuss their dissatisfaction with earthly rulers and their desire for a
true sovereign. The Hoopoe bird, acting as their leader and spiritual guide, encourages the group to
embark on the perilous journey. Each bird symbolizes a particular human characteristic, such as
pride, greed, or love, which influences their participation in the quest.

The Seven Valleys

As the birds progress, they must traverse seven metaphorical valleys, each representing a stage of
spiritual growth and purification. These valleys include:

The Valley of Quest – the beginning of the search for truth

The Valley of Love – the overwhelming power of divine love

The Valley of Knowledge – the realization of inner wisdom

The Valley of Detachment – renouncing worldly attachments

The Valley of Unity – perceiving the oneness of existence

The Valley of Wonderment – awe in the face of divine mystery

The Valley of Poverty and Annihilation – self-effacement before the divine

These stages highlight the transformative nature of the journey and the spiritual evolution required to
approach ultimate enlightenment.

Themes and Symbolism in the Conference of the Birds

Symbolism is central to the conference of the birds, where each element embodies deeper spiritual
meanings. The birds themselves are personifications of human qualities, and the Simurgh represents
the divine presence that transcends human understanding. The poem explores several interrelated
themes that contribute to its enduring significance.



Unity and Diversity

The diverse assembly of birds symbolizes the variety of human experiences and perspectives, yet
their shared quest reflects the universal human desire for truth and unity. The conference stresses
that despite apparent differences, all beings are connected in their search for meaning.

Spiritual Journey and Self-Discovery

The poem portrays the spiritual path as a process of shedding ego and worldly attachments to realize
the divine within. The trials faced by the birds illustrate the internal struggles individuals encounter on
the path toward enlightenment.

Divine Love and Mystical Union

Love is depicted as both the motivating force for the journey and the ultimate goal. The conference of
the birds emphasizes that true knowledge arises from love, which leads to union with the divine
source symbolized by the Simurgh.

Spiritual and Philosophical Significance

The conference of the birds is not merely a poetic narrative but also a profound philosophical treatise
on the nature of existence and spiritual realization. It synthesizes key Sufi concepts such as the
annihilation of the self (fana) and the ultimate reunion with God (baqa).

Sufi Mysticism and Teachings

Attar’s poem embodies the Sufi emphasis on experiential knowledge of God rather than mere
intellectual understanding. The allegorical journey mirrors the stages of spiritual awakening described
in Sufi doctrine, emphasizing patience, perseverance, and inner transformation.

Philosophical Reflections on Identity

The poem challenges conventional notions of self and identity by illustrating the dissolution of
individual ego in the face of the divine. The revelation that the Simurgh is, in fact, the collective
essence of the birds themselves serves as a metaphor for the interconnectedness of all existence.



Influence and Legacy in Literature and Culture

The conference of the birds has exerted considerable influence on both Eastern and Western literary
traditions, inspiring poets, philosophers, and artists. Its themes resonate across cultures, contributing
to ongoing dialogues about spirituality and human purpose.

Impact on Persian and Islamic Literature

Within Persian literature, the poem is regarded as a masterpiece of mystical poetry, influencing
subsequent poets such as Rumi and Hafez. Its allegorical style and spiritual depth have become
hallmarks of Sufi literary tradition.

Western Reception and Adaptations

Since its translation into European languages, the conference of the birds has captivated Western
audiences interested in mysticism and comparative religion. Its narrative structure and themes have
inspired adaptations in theater, music, and visual arts, broadening its cultural footprint.

Modern Interpretations and Adaptations

Contemporary scholars and artists continue to reinterpret the conference of the birds, highlighting its
relevance to modern spiritual and social issues. The poem’s exploration of unity, diversity, and inner
transformation resonates with global audiences seeking meaning in an interconnected world.

Literary and Artistic Adaptations

Modern adaptations include theatrical productions, graphic novels, and musical compositions that
reinterpret the poem’s allegory for contemporary contexts. These adaptations often emphasize
themes of collective identity, environmental consciousness, and personal growth.

Academic and Spiritual Studies

The conference of the birds is frequently studied in academic settings for its literary merit and
philosophical insights. Spiritual practitioners also draw upon its teachings for meditation and
contemplation, underscoring its enduring significance as a guide to inner awakening.



Frequently Asked Questions

What is 'The Conference of the Birds' about?
'The Conference of the Birds' is a Persian poem by Farid ud-Din Attar that tells the allegorical story of
a group of birds who embark on a spiritual quest to find their king, the Simurgh, symbolizing the
soul's journey towards enlightenment and divine truth.

Who wrote 'The Conference of the Birds' and when?
'The Conference of the Birds' was written by the Persian poet Farid ud-Din Attar in the 12th century,
around 1177.

What is the main theme of 'The Conference of the Birds'?
The main theme of 'The Conference of the Birds' is the spiritual journey towards self-discovery and
unity with the divine, exploring concepts such as love, faith, sacrifice, and the challenges on the path
to enlightenment.

How is 'The Conference of the Birds' relevant in contemporary
literature and spirituality?
'The Conference of the Birds' remains relevant today as it addresses universal themes of spiritual
awakening, self-realization, and the quest for meaning, inspiring readers and spiritual seekers across
different cultures and modern contexts.

What is the symbolic significance of the birds and the
Simurgh in the poem?
In the poem, the birds represent human souls, each with distinct qualities and flaws, while the
Simurgh symbolizes the divine or ultimate truth; the journey to find the Simurgh is a metaphor for the
soul's path toward unity with God or higher consciousness.

Additional Resources
1. The Conference of the Birds: A Persian Journey of the Spirit
This book offers an accessible translation and interpretation of Farid ud-Din Attar’s classic poem, "The
Conference of the Birds." It explores the allegorical journey of the birds seeking their sovereign,
symbolizing the soul's quest for enlightenment. The text is accompanied by insightful commentary
that highlights the mystical and philosophical themes of the original work.

2. Birds of the Soul: Mystical Lessons from The Conference of the Birds
Delving into the spiritual teachings of Attar’s masterpiece, this book examines the symbolic meanings
behind each bird's journey and obstacles. It provides readers with practical lessons on self-discovery,
love, and unity through the lens of Sufi mysticism. The narrative encourages a deeper understanding
of the human spirit’s connection to the divine.



3. The Flight of the Simurgh: An Exploration of The Conference of the Birds
This study focuses on the mythological and cultural significance of the Simurgh, the legendary bird
that the other birds seek. It contextualizes the poem within Persian literature and Sufi philosophy,
offering readers a comprehensive background to appreciate its layers of meaning. The author also
discusses the poem’s influence on later literary and spiritual traditions.

4. Paths of the Feathered Pilgrims: Spiritual Insights from The Conference of the Birds
This reflective work highlights the transformative journey of the birds as a metaphor for personal
growth and spiritual awakening. It includes meditative exercises and guided reflections inspired by
the poem’s themes of unity and surrender. Readers are invited to embark on their own inner
pilgrimage toward self-realization.

5. The Conference of the Birds and the Art of Sufi Storytelling
Exploring the narrative techniques and poetic devices used by Attar, this book sheds light on the art
of storytelling in Sufi tradition. It analyzes how allegory, symbolism, and metaphor function to convey
profound spiritual truths. The book is ideal for scholars and enthusiasts interested in literary studies
and mystical literature.

6. Echoes of the Simurgh: Modern Interpretations of The Conference of the Birds
This contemporary collection features essays and creative writings inspired by Attar’s poem,
showcasing its enduring relevance. Contributors reflect on themes such as identity, community, and
transcendence in a modern context. The book bridges classical mysticism with today’s spiritual and
cultural dialogues.

7. Wings of Wisdom: Lessons from The Conference of the Birds for Today’s World
Addressing the timeless wisdom embedded in the poem, this book connects Attar’s teachings to
current issues like compassion, leadership, and environmental stewardship. It offers practical
applications of the poem’s messages for personal and societal transformation. The author emphasizes
the universal nature of the birds’ quest for truth.

8. The Simurgh’s Reflection: Self and Divinity in The Conference of the Birds
This philosophical exploration investigates the poem’s portrayal of the self and its relationship to the
divine. It delves into concepts of ego, annihilation, and unity, drawing from Sufi metaphysics. The
book encourages readers to contemplate the paradoxes and mysteries at the heart of spiritual
realization.

9. The Conference of the Birds: A Visual Journey
A beautifully illustrated edition, this book combines Attar’s poetic text with artwork that brings the
story to life. The visual interpretations enhance the emotional and symbolic depth of the birds’
pilgrimage. Suitable for both lovers of poetry and art, this volume offers a multisensory experience of
the classic tale.
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