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In the study of Persian miniature painting and its 
development through the fifteenth century, it is dif-
ficult to overestimate the importance of the illustra-
tions in the 1487 manuscript of the Man«iq al-«ayr in 
the Metropolitan Museum of Art in New York.1 Three 
of the illustrations in this manuscript are among the 
earliest specimens of the “new style” of painting ush-
ered in by the artists at the famed atelier of Sultan 
Husayn Bayqara, the last Timurid prince in Herat.2 
Over the years, aside from the usual debates about 
attribution, these enigmatic paintings have enticed art 
historians’ curiosity and generated a number of largely 
inconclusive interpretations. The general tendency to 
explain their content symbolically is ostensibly due 
to the designation of the Man«iq al-«ayr as “mystical 
poetry.” Translated into English under such titles as 
The Speech of the Birds or The Conference of the Birds, 
the Man«iq al-«ayr was written by Farid al-Din {Attar 
in rhyming couplets some three centuries before this 
manuscript was copied and illustrated.3 {Attar’s twelfth-
century work was indeed an explicit contribution to 
the discourse of Sufism, which like its counterparts 
in Jewish Kabala and medieval Christian mysticism, 
sought a direct, individual experience of God. Advo-
cating the pursuit of the real—as opposed to the phe-
nomenal—truth, {Attar’s work is an allegorical tale 
presenting the various stages that a seeker of truth 
must go through in his or her quest for unity with 
the divine. The paintings in the Metropolitan Museum 
manuscript have for the most part been understood as 
literal depictions of events from a handful of {Attar’s 
numerous parables, which elaborate the importance 
of these stages on the path to Sufism. 

Of the eight illustrations in the Metropolitan Museum 
manuscript, the first four are early seventeenth-cen-
tury additions. Of the four original illustrations, one 
does not display the characteristics that distinguish 
the other three paintings as early examples of the 
new style. Rather, this fourth painting, “The Beggar 
before the King,” has been characterized as depict-

ing a “court scene, which has been an integral part 
of the art of Iran from the Sasanid dynasty onward 
and appears in all schools of all periods of Persian 
miniature painting.”4 My concern here is with “The 
Bearded Man Drowning,”5 one of the other three fif-
teenth-century illustrations, which are stylistically sim-
ilar enough to one another to be attributed to the 
same artist or group of artists. According to Priscilla 
Soucek, the advice given to students of calligraphy 
by Qazi Ahmad in the sixteenth century reveals the 
conservatism of artistic education in Iran, which jus-
tified two basic mechanisms of continuity in manu-
script illustration: literal reproduction and selective 
adaptation.6 Taking into account this tradition-bound 
artistic practice, I have assumed the content of the 
“Bearded Man Drowning,” and, except for the court 
scene, of all the paintings original to the manuscript, 
to have been provided by {Attar’s text. Nevertheless, 
although all three adhere to the convention of depict-
ing the events of the accompanying text, half of each 
of these three paintings contains images that do not 
appear to bear any direct link to that text—at least 
not on the literal level. 

I will use the images in the foreground of “The 
Bearded Man Drowning” (fig. 1) to specify the nexus 
between {Attar’s verbal imagery and the painter’s pic-
torial play on Sufi discourse, which connects the poet-
ical allusions to the visual signifiers particular to spe-
cific Sufi practices popular in contemporary Herat. I 
believe that the content of the enigmatic foreground 
of “The Bearded Man Drowning” is best understood 
in terms of the practices of the vastly influential con-
temporary Sufi order, the Naqshbandiyya. I will also 
briefly discuss the two other stylistically similar paint-
ings from 1487, but only in order to corroborate the 
nexus between text and image in the “Bearded Man 
Drowning.”

The upper half of “The Bearded Man Drowning” 
literally illustrates the events described in the first four 
verses of {Attar’s text:7
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Fig. 1. The bearded man drowning. Folio 44r from an illustrated manuscript of the Man«iq al-«ayr of {Attar, 1487. Ink, opaque 
watercolor, silver, and gold on paper. The Metropolitan Museum of Art, Fletcher Fund, 1963.210.44. (Photo © 1998 by the 
Metropolitan Museum of Art)
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 (166, 2974–75)

A fool who had a very large beard,   
Suddenly found himself drowning in the waters of the
 sea.    
From the dry land only a sincere man saw him.                         
He said, “Throw off that feed-bag from round your 
 head.”                        

Accordingly, we see a man standing on the edge of the 
river, gesturing toward another figure, who is strug-
gling in the water.
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(166, 2976–77)

He replied, “This is not a feed-bag, it is my beard.  
It is not this ‘beard’ that causes my trepidation.”9   
The other said: “Bravo! This is your injury, and this is 
 what it does for you!         
Having succumbed to the body in this way will kill you 
 wretchedly.”

In the lower half of the painting accompanying this 
anecdote, the artist or artists have depicted the fol-
lowing, much to the confusion of many who have 
attempted to understand it: a man is sawing a branch 
off a small, leafless tree. To the right of this another 
man, white-bearded and dressed in blue, sits on a rock; 
his knees are pulled together and he is positioned so 
as to have a direct view of the sawing action taking 
place before him. Three figures—a donkey and two 
men—crowd the lower right corner of the painting. 
One of the men strains to pull a load of firewood 
onto the back of the beast. The other, standing to 
the right, behind the donkey, is dark-faced and has a 
white beard and a ring in his ear. He seems motion-
less but attentive.

There is no mention of any of this in {Attar’s text. 
The narrative says nothing about cutting a tree, gath-
ering firewood, or loading a donkey. Indeed, the near-
est explicit reference anywhere in {Attar’s text to any-
thing depicted in the lower half of this painting is the 

mention of a donkey five anecdotes earlier, more than 
forty couplets previous to the one about the bearded 
man. But even in that episode, the events and figures 
have little to do with the actions depicted here. 

Paintings from Persian manuscripts have often been 
studied as works of art independent of the manuscripts 
for which they were commissioned. This has largely to 
do with the status of such paintings, many of which 
exist as single pages that have been removed from var-
ious manuscripts and auctioned off around the world 
as individual, often anonymous, illustrations.10 Stud-
ies that do consider Persian manuscript illustrations in 
the context of the literary works they accompany may 
undertake sophisticated analyses of the images from a 
variety of perspectives but almost never engage the texts 
beyond summarizing plot, general theme, or genre. In 
the case of Persian book paintings from late-fifteenth-
century Herat, a cursory engagement with the literary 
text might appear of little use; it is in this period that 
manuscript illustrations begin to contain scenes with 
figures and objects that do not seem to correspond to 
the accompanying text. The debate as to the subject 
matter of these three paintings, their objective, and 
the extent to which their iconography corresponds 
with the literal or figurative language of the accompa-
nying textual passage they ostensibly depict has been 
varied and sometimes contradictory.11  

Rachel Milstein’s analysis of one of them, commonly 
referred to as “The Funeral Procession” (fig. 2), sheds 
light on the esoteric meaning of what is depicted, 
mostly by relying on verses from Sufi poetry.12 Mil-
stein’s overarching claim that iconographic and sty-
listic elements in Persian miniatures are not mere 
decorative embellishments is well established today. 
Although the physical elements in “The Funeral Pro-
cession” may lack outward iconographic significance, 
Milstein states, these elements nevertheless have sym-
bolic meaning that stems from literary similitude. Her 
observations have contributed to a better understand-
ing of the link between the explicit theme of this par-
ticular episode in {Attar’s text—death—and certain 
elements depicted in the upper half of the painting. 
In the foreground, the image of a coffin borne in a 
procession, the wailing relatives, the bystander, and 
the admonishing Sufi standing in front of an open 
gate are more than adequate representations of the 
events as related in {Attar’s text:

The son was walking before his father’s coffin
Shedding tears, saying “O, father!

8
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Fig. 2. Funeral procession. Folio 35r from an illustrated manuscript of the Man«iq al-«ayr of {Attar, 1487. Ink, opaque watercolor, 
silver, and gold on paper. The Metropolitan Museum of Art, Fletcher Fund, 1963.210.35. (Photo © 1988 by the Metropolitan 
Museum of Art)
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Such a day as this, which has shredded my life,
Has never occurred before in all my days.”
A Sufi said, “The one that was your father
Never had such a day either.” (131, 2354–56)

 
As in the lower half of “The Bearded Man Drowning,” 
which I will consider in more detail below, what is 
depicted in the upper half of “The Funeral Proces-
sion” also refers to {Attar’s text, but to its thesis of 
death, not its literal meaning:

 
The misery that has befallen the son is nothing.
The matter is much more grave for the father.
O you who have come to the world not knowing your 
 head from your toes,
Miserably traversing the wind, 
Even if you rule the nations 
You will gain nothing but the wind in the end.  
(131, 2357–59)

 
There is an unmistakable note of pessimism in {Attar’s 
proclamations about our transient life and its inevi-
table end.13 The theme of death in this passage, in 
contrast to many other Sufi verses, is not entirely 
about the death of carnal desire or one’s extinction 
in the union with the Divine Beloved. For {Attar, 
death here is primarily natural death—an inexplicable, 
inescapable phenomenon facing all the living.14 The 
absolute universality of this event makes obvious, as 
the Hoopoe points out, the futility of any long-term 
measures against it.15 This is how the Herati artists of 
“The Funeral Procession” seem to have grasped {Attar’s 
presentation of death in this passage. His notion of 
mortality is acknowledged in the scene of a cemetery 
in the upper half of the painting, where laborers are 
depicted as busily engaged preparing burial places, 
which are in various stages of completion. The centrally 
placed image of two men, one pouring water from a 
clay jug and the other mixing mortar with a shovel, is 
an innovative insertion by the artist, a clear reference 
to God’s crea tion of man out of clay in the Qur}an 
(e.g., 6:2: “It is He Who created you from clay then 
determined a term [of life] for you…”) and to the 
old and widely utilized trope in Persian poetry, known 
best to readers of English from Edward Fitzgerald’s 
rendition of Khayyam’s Rub¸{ºy¸t:

 
And strange to tell, among that Earthen Lot
Some could articulate, while others not:
And suddenly one more impatient cried—
“Who is the Potter, pray, and who the Pot?”16

 

or, as Rumi writes, praising the Almighty, 

)�� *(�� �� +��  �� ��
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You mixed water with dirt             
You gave the shape of man to water and dirt.17  
        

Before Rumi, {Attar too had maintained that there is 
no part of earth that has not been previously a human 
being, and that every speck of the earth’s dust is a 
deceased person’s body.18

 

+�� ��� )� �,#, � ���
+�/ "�0 �#�� ��� "�� � � �!

Your hope will not come to pass—you, handful of
 dust!
Until the handful of dust that you are becomes a pure 
 life.19         

{Attar refers to Qur}an 32:7, “Who made all things He 
created excellent; and first fashioned man from clay,” 
in the introduction to the section of the Man«iq al-«ayr 
that deals with the subject of death, a few anecdotes 
after which we read about the funeral scene. In the 
introductory passage on death {Attar has the Hoopoe 
chastise a hesitant bird who, afraid of dying, is content 
to forego the journey to the ideal king:

)��� +�/ �� �� �� ���  !
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(129, 2318)

Whether you came here impure or pure,   
You are a drop of water that came mixed with dirt. 
 

Although it is demonstrably true that the text of the 
anecdote accompanying “The Funeral Procession” 
makes no literal mention of a clay pot or jug of water, 
we can see that the artist’s depiction of the clay pot 
and the image of water being mixed with dirt is nev-
ertheless a deliberate but oblique means of connect-
ing the painting to what {Attar’s text alludes to—our 
lives and death in “the wind”—rather than what it 
literally says. 

The artist reinforces {Attar’s understanding of nat-
ural death and its fearsomeness by inscribing two 
Qur}anic passages, “God is sufficient for us, and the 
best of protectors,” and “How excellent a helper, and 
how excellent a protector is He!” at the center of the 
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white flag held by the weeping man on the lower left 
side of “The Funeral Procession.” The context of both 
proclamations (from Qur}an 3:173 and 8:40) has to do 
with increased faith in God when one is faced with the 
fear of annihilation, as if in answer to {Attar’s warning 
words at the beginning of the section on death:20  

��� ��� �# �( �# ,���,  !
��� ��� �� � 3�( +��� ��

(129, 2314)

Don’t you know that whoever was born died,    
Was buried in the dust, and wind took away whatever 
 was his?                 

 
Sufism or no, the notion that death is not the final 
end of man is perhaps the most fundamental doc-
trine for the faithful. This notion of death as merely 
a passage into the next world is announced by the 
artists through the inscription over the door that opens 
into the cemetery: “The tomb is a door though which 
everyone passes.”21 As Rumi repeatedly emphasizes in 
his Masnavº, death is the beginning of the life that 
really matters:

"�� � #4� � � ��( �5�# -�6
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Your intellect lies; look upon yourself in reverse.
It is this life that is death, O fool!       

and

	�� � ���' �/ ���, ���� 7�(
	�� � � *# �# ��,� �!��'

There is no dead man who regrets his death; 
He only regrets his lack of provisions.22 

Attitudes towards “spiritual devotion and death,” the 
predominance of Sufi trends at the court of Sultan 
Husayn Bayqara, the influence of the Naqshbandi Sufi 
order, and the particularity of Naqshbandi practices 
are also reflected in certain details in the upper half 
of “The Funeral Procession.”23 The oil lamp and the 
“guardian” cat lying in front of a tomb monument at 
the top left are related to Sufi literary tropes as well as 
to contemporary popular Sufi beliefs.24 The turbaned 
man sitting next to a grave on the right side, for 
example, is clearly not another one of the laborers in 
the cemetery, nor is he is facing the grave, as would 

a relative of the deceased. Rather, as the direction of 
the grave itself indicates, both he and the deceased 
are facing the direction of the qibla. The visiting man 
is gesturing as though addressing the buried person, 
a practice that in the context of the contemporary 
Herat and the immediacy of Naqshbandi influence 
at the time is reminiscent of the teachings of {Alaud-
din al-{Attar, who as the Naqshbandi spiritual leader 
(d. 1400), is supposed to have said, “To be near the 
graves of pious people has a good influence, but it is 
better to direct yourself to their souls.”25        

As Annemarie Schimmel and Milstein have pointed 
out, the equation of soul with birds is an old trope 
(used by, among others, Avicenna and {Attar), and 
the Herati artists’ depiction of the birds among the 
branches of the ancient tree at the top center of the 
painting alludes to the same metaphor.26 The partic-
ularity in the painters’ depiction of details, such as 
the inclusion of crows (evoking the material world) 
among the generic birds, or of a snake (representing 
carnal appetites) sliding up toward an unprotected nest, 
reflects {Attar’s equivocal understanding of death, in 
the face of which one’s fear ought to be predicated 
on how one has lived.27 Although death is a difficult 
road through which all must pass, {Attar’s Man«iq al-
«ayr clearly indicates that it is also a road where the 
grave is only the first stop:
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(132, 2368)

Look at death to see what a difficult road it is 
In this path, the grave is only the first stage. 

      
The notion that illustrations of the manuscript should 
be understood via the text they illustrate should hardly 
need justification. Art historians in the field have by 
no means shunned textual analysis as a means of 
understanding the illustrations from Persian literary 
texts. Cynthia Robinson and Oleg Grabar have recently 
undertaken comparative text-and-image studies and 
called for others.28 Lisa Golombek, writing in the 
early 1970s, demonstrated the significance of a tree 
stump in a painting from the Great Mongol Sh¸hn¸ma 
simply by examining the accompanying text.29 As M. 
Glünz observes, it is more likely that Sufi poetry aims 
to instruct rather than to “obscure things by making 
ambiguous statements.”30 If anything, the fact that 
these Herati illustrations are for a Sufi text should 
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make reliance on the text for their analysis even more 
crucial. A more detailed look at “The Bearded Man 
Drowning,” will better demonstrate the links between 
them and {Attar’s text. But before discussing the nexus 
between painting and text, it is important to consider 
the particular passage that was chosen for illustration 
in the context of the literary work as a whole.

The Man«iq al-«ayr is an allegory describing the dif-
ficulties faced by a group of birds in their journey to 
the Qaf Mountain in search of their rightful king, the 
mythical bird Simurgh.31 This allegory is mostly a dia-
logue about the “trip,” its various stages, and whether 
it should be undertaken at all. The actual journey itself 
is relayed only briefly, near the climactic end of the 
story.32 The birds’ journey as a framing story allows 
{Attar to accommodate numerous possible questions 
or concerns that a Sufi seeker might have about an 
analogous journey toward truth and unity with God. 
The birds’ discussion unfolds in various didactic tales 
(¥ik¸y¸t) and parables addressing thinly veiled ques-
tions about the path to becoming a Sufi. 

The Hoopoe, who in the Qur}an (27:20) is King Sol-
omon’s messenger, here serves as the closest thing to 
a protagonist, the most assiduous seeker, who rallies 
and leads the other birds. Metaphorically, the Hoo-
poe may be seen as the Sufi master who guides the 
other seekers.33 The cycle of questions and answers, 
followed in each case by a few didactic anecdotes 
meant to reinforce the point already made in the 
answer, is the structural trope {Attar uses to present 
his thesis on the necessary process through which one 
can achieve perfection and an intuitive knowledge of 
the divine truth. Simply put, different sections of the 
narrative refer to the stages involved in becoming a 
Sufi.34 The successive repetitions of “another one said 
to him” or “he asked” (digarº guftash or pursºd) to intro-
duce a question and of “he said” (guft) or variations 
of this to mark the beginning of the Hoopoe’s reply 
divide the text into separate units, each addressing a 
separate concern, as recognizable to a listener as to a 
reader.35 The process of achieving a state where the 
carnal self (nafs) is eliminated—a key goal if one is to 
achieve perfection (kam¸l)—and the difficulties and 
sacrifices involved in the process constitute a recur-
rent theme. “The Bearded Man Drowning” belongs 
to a unit entirely devoted to expounding the neces-
sity for eradication of one’s carnal self.36  

Like all the other separate units of the narrative, 
the segment begins with a question asked of the Hoo-
poe and ends with the posing of another question on 

a different issue.37 To present his thesis on the folly 
inherent in the presumption of “perfection,” {Attar 
relates seven parables, which are introduced accord-
ing to the formal structure of the Man«iq al-«ayr: a bird 
asks a question and a response containing the para-
bles follows. The reply acquaints the reader with the 
proper (Sufi) perspective on the essence of the raised 
concern and can serve as the key to deciphering the 
moral of the parables that follow. In this case, the 
reply unequivocally condemns and warns the “arrogant 
one” about any presumption of kam¸l before offering 
words of advice about the need to curb one’s “carnal 
self” by abandoning all worldly concerns and posses-
sions.38 The intended addressee could as well be an 
adherent of orthodoxy as a follower of any number 
of Sufi orders; he could, in fact, be anyone conceited 
enough to presume sufficiency in his devotion to the 
Divine Beloved.

The first of the parables that follows Hoopoe’s chas-
tising reply is about Shaykh Abu Bakr of Nishapur, who 
is affronted by a donkey breaking wind. The next par-
able is an exchange between Satan and Moses; in reply 
to the prophet’s inquiry, Satan warns him against put-
ting too much stock in his ego.39 Then a man of pure 
faith (p¸k dºnº) opines that it is better for a neophyte 
to be completely in the dark at the beginning of his 
journey lest he be beguiled by any (har chºzº) false ray 
of light and become an unbeliever. The fourth story is 
about a shaykh who does not shun a dog that “defiles” 
him,40 for reasons that have to do with the appear-
ance of purity as opposed to the condition of one’s 
soul: the dog is “unclean” on the outside no more 
than one’s carnal self is so on the inside, so there is 
no need to pretend that the dog is going to cause 
any more harm than what one possesses within one’s 
heart. The next two parables both involve men with 
beards—a supposed sign of piety. It may plausibly be 
argued that they are the same man in both anecdotes, 
which certainly convey the same idea. Significantly, 
the first bearded man is no “fool” (ablah), but rather 
a devout person ({¸bid) who lives during the time of 
Moses. He inquires from the prophet about his own 
lack of inspiration and inability to achieve the ecstasy 
that comes only through unity (va¥dat). The archan-
gel Gabriel also makes an appearance, and reports 
back on the reason for the bearded man’s lackluster 
achievements in spirituality: he is too vain—too pre-
occupied with his beard, which is an insidious con-
tradiction of his presumption about being detached 
from worldly cares. The last couplet of this parable 
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warns that with such a beard “you will be at sea” (dar 
dary¸ shavº). After this comes the story of the “fool” 
with a “very large beard,” who is presumably already 
in the water when he is introduced to the reader. The 
precise nature of the difficulty he is having there is 
not clear. His exchange with the man on the shore 
implies that the beard is hampering his ability to swim 
or perhaps has wrapped around his neck and might 
choke him. Regardless, the implications are that the 
beard may well cost him his life, for which reason he 
is admonished by the other fellow. The point of the 
last anecdote, about a Sufi’s futile attempts at wash-
ing his robe, is that appearances do not matter, and 
that he should “wash his hands clean” of such earthly 
concerns.41

Among these seven parables, it was the text of the 
sixth tale, about the bearded fool, that was selected 
for illustration. It reads as follows:
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A fool who had a very large beard
Suddenly found himself drowning in the waters of the 

sea.
[2975] From the dry land only a sincere man saw him.
He said, “Throw off that feed-bag from round your 

head.”
He replied, “This is not a feed-bag, it is my beard.
It is not this ‘beard’ that causes my trepidation.”42

The other said: “Bravo! This is your beard, and this is 
what it does for you!

Having succumbed to the body in this way will kill you 
wretchedly!”

You, who like a goat, have no shame about your 
beard, 

Who are captivated by it without ignominy:
So long as you have the carnal soul and Satan within 

you,
There will be a Pharaoh and a Haman in you.
[2980] Distance yourself from the raucous world as 

Moses did,
Then take this Pharaoh by the beard.
Seize the beard of this Pharaoh and hold tight.
Wage war like a man, fight one-on-one.
Step forward, abandon that beard of yours.
How long will you keep this beard? Be on your way!
Though your beard brings nothing but anxiety,
You have not, even for a moment, concerned yourself 

with your “injury.”43

On the road to faith, the one who will be sagacious
Is the one who has no comb for his beard—
[2985] Making himself aware of his own “beard,”
Spreading his beard for the feast upon the Path.
He will find no water but tears of blood,
He will find nothing but a charred heart.
If a washer, one who never sees the sunshine;
If a farmer, one who never catches sight of water.  

The upper half of “The Bearded Man Drowning” 
depicts the events from lines 2974 to 2976 of {Attar’s 
poem. Most studies of this manuscript cannot avoid 
approaching its paintings by way of {Attar’s text, but 
no analysis I am aware of has considered the remain-
ing verses of the parable. Even a formalist approach 
to the text, however, would demand a reading of the 
entire segment. If a parable is a short narrative about 
humans that stresses a tacit analogy, which, according 
to M. H. Abrams, has a “general thesis or lesson that 
the narrator is trying to bring home to a potential audi-
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ence,” then not only is this passage a good example of 
a parable, but it is also clear that the short narrative 
about the bearded fool is, literally, only the half of it.44 
The “general thesis,” or tacit analogy—in fact, the very 
raison d’être for the short narrative about the drown-
ing man with a beard—is in the verses that follow. 
That some verses in this manuscript run onto the 
following page does not make them any less relevant 
to the parable or, for that matter, to the illustration 
of it. It is on line 2979 that the thesis or explication 
of the short narrative commences. The two previous 
verses—the couplet immediately following the main 
anecdote (i.e., line 2978)—serve as a salutation of 
sorts, where the narrator turns from the tale to directly 
address the reader (the original questioning bird, as 
it were), who expects the anecdote to have a moral 
point but may be uncertain whether he is going to find 
out more about the fate of the bearded man. The first 
word—Ay (O, you!)—used in the “salutation” couplet 
(2978) ostensibly addresses the reader/listener, who 
is having a similar problem: 

�� ����� �%� ��� �� �� %8 )�
�� ������ % ��� �!&�� ��

You who, like a goat, have no shame about your 
 beard,  
Who are captivated by it without ignominy: 

This couplet leads to the actual thesis of this segment; 
the “moral” of the story about the drowning man with 
a long beard who, as will be revealed in the verses that 
follow, has only his own pride and vanity to blame. 
The moral of the story has, of course, everything to do 
with this stage on the path of Sufism and serves as a 
warning to all those arrogant enough to presume that 
they have truly overcome their egos and succeeded 
in abandoning all worldly concerns.45

Written in the second person, the couplet estab-
lishes, through pejorative epithets, that the moral 
of the tale just recounted applies not merely to the 
drowning fool but to anyone who is shamelessly neg-
ligent in restricting his wants. The conditions and 
symptoms presented in the anecdote are here summa-
rized, just as an apothecary ({a««¸r) who, after hearing 
the account of a malady from a patient, might chas-
tise the sufferer for his carelessness—So you’ve been 
acting like a goat…?—and goes on to summarize the 
causes and the effects of the malady, the “thesis” of 
the parable:

�%� ��9�� % �&� ��! �!
�%� ����( % �%6�& %! ��

So long as you have the carnal soul and Satan within 
 you,  
There will be a Pharaoh and a Haman in you. (2979) 

This is a summary statement of the problem that is 
under discussion in this passage; indeed, this is the 
theme of this entire unit of the Man«iq al-«ayr: so long 
as you concern yourself with your carnal self, you will 
not be free from the qualities of the damned (e.g., 
Pharaoh and his servant Haman) and will likewise 
deviate from the true path. Until evidence to the 
contrary is presented, we can do no better than to 
assume that any pictorial depiction of this passage must 
on some level contain at least its main thesis, which 
these lines encapsulate. It is exactly at this point, in 
the very verse that explicates the thesis or the moral 
of the anecdote, that we may begin to follow what 
is pictorially represented in the lower half of “The 
Bearded Man Drowning.”

The three focal points in the foreground of the 
painting are, clockwise, a man sawing the last branch 
off a tree; a bearded man in blue sitting on a rock, 
apparently watching the sawing action of the man to 
the left; and two men, one of them loading firewood 
onto the back of a donkey standing between them. I 
will have more to say about the seated man in blue 
later on. Of the others, two figures gain prominence 
due to their animated state: the one sawing and the 
other loading the beast. Their prominence seems fur-
ther reinforced by their direct involvement with the 
element that is emphasized pictorially more than any 
other: firewood. To rephrase Lisa Golombek’s ques-
tion, which was prompted by the prominence of a tree 
stump in a painting from the Great Mongol Sh¸hn¸ma, 
why should firewood be given such prominence in 
“The Bearded Man Drowning”?46

Whether firewood (hºzum) is representative of some 
word or concept in {Attar’s text or not, the artists of 
“The Bearded Man Drowning” have clearly chosen to 
emphasize it pictorially. It is presented on the ground 
in two separate clusters, one of which is further distin-
guished by its placement in the horizontal center of 
the illustration, in front of the man in blue. A larger 
mass of it is also being loaded onto the back of the 
donkey at the lower right. Although there is nothing 
in the text that directly refers to firewood, branches, 
or kindling, the depiction of firewood pictorially is 
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related, indeed pivotal to, the theme of this section 
of the Man«iq al-«ayr, and in fact central to the entire 
discourse on Sufism in general. Firewood, as fuel, is a 
substitute for temptations or stimuli in the discourse 
on the carnal self (nafs) and is one of the numerous 
ways in which the appetites and passions of the body 
have been figuratively conceptualized in Persian verse 
throughout the centuries.

The use of the Arabic word nafs in Persian might be 
rendered into English simply as “ego,” but depending 
on the context it can also mean self, soul, essence, life, 
carnal desire, passion, or—literally—penis.47  Writing 
in the fourteenth century, {Abd al-Razzaq Kashani 
described nafs as “a phrase defining the pure, vapor-
like essence that carries the power of life, senses, 
and motor-skills...called animal spirit.”48 Ultimately a 
Neoplatonic concept, nafs could be understood as an 
essence contained in all things—from rocks to angels—
with an intrinsic worth that increases with closer prox-
imity to God, so that the human soul is inherently 
worthier than that of a cat, and a cat’s soul worthier 
than that of a beetle, which is in turn of a higher rank 
than that of a plant, and so forth. As already men-
tioned, at this stage of the journey the seeker must 
be wary of the “carnal soul,” the part of man that is 
shared by lower life forms. In the context of {Attar’s 
text, the complete subjugation of nafs, as a proto-id, 
is essential if one is to have any hope of proximity or 
union with the Divine.49 The explicit use of the word 
nafs in the poem (2979) makes it clear that {Attar’s 
emphasis is on clarity, not mystification. Constrained 
as he is by the conventions of rhyme and meter, he 
plays with the language and emphasizes this explicit 
reference by stringing the word together with those 
for Satan, Pharaoh, and Haman, all standard allusions 
to nafs in its baser sense. 

The notion of nafs as Satan (Shay«¸n) is itself an allu-
sion to a hadith of the Prophet, which relates, “There 
is not one of you who does not have the Shay«¸n in 
him. They said, ‘And You, o Prophet of God?’ He said, 
‘Even I, except that my Lord has helped me so that my 
Shay«¸n has turned to Isl¸m.’”50 Due to the repeated 
Qur}anic references to Moses’ ordeals with the evils of 
the ancient Egyptian “false god” (e.g., 7:103–141 and 
28:2–10), the Pharaoh and, less often, Haman are reg-
ularly used in Sufi literature as metaphors for the dis-
obeying and baser manifestations of nafs and the mis-
chief caused by them.51 “Pharaoh” has been explicitly 
defined as an “allusion to vainglory and pride, to out-
of-control nafs.”52 Haman, who is mentioned in the 

Qur}an (e.g., 40:24) as one of Pharaoh’s men, like his 
master refused to accept Moses’ God-given authority 
and accused him of being a lying magician.53 In light 
of all this, {Attar’s use of Moses as a metaphor (2980) 
is a fitting antonym that neutralizes what’s tolerated, 
as it were, by the Pharaoh and Haman of one’s nafs.54 

In short, the text of the Man«iq al-«ayr is as explicit as 
can be in stating the thesis for this whole section: gar 
t¢ r¸ nafsº…buvad  (if you have [any] nafs…remaining 
[in you]), then it follows that dar t¢ fir{awnº…buvad 
(you [still] have some [qualities of the infidel] Pha-
raoh in you). After this diagnostic statement encap-
sulates the “problem,” the text continues its explica-
tion by offering the “prescription” for the sufferer. 
The prescriptive, as will become clearer presently, is 
exactly what animates the images in the foreground 
of “The Bearded Man Drowning.” 

It is clear, then, that the nexus between the text 
and the image is the carnal soul: the word itself—
nafs—and the metaphors alluding to it—Satan, Pha-
raoh, and Haman—all appear in {Attar’s text to help 
him state the thesis of this particular parable. The 
image of the firewood, an extension of the Pharaoh 
metaphor, strewn about the lower half of the minia-
ture in bunches and piles, is the pictorial representa-
tions of nafs in the painting. The conventions of Sufi 
poetry corroborate this link. The use of the phrase 
“firewood of Pharaoh” is common enough in Sufi lit-
erature to warrant its own entry in literary lexicons, 
where it is defined as “carnal cravings.”55

Having already dealt with several attributes of carnal 
desire earlier in his narrative, {Attar is now address-
ing worldly desires of a more complicated sort. Aside 
from ignorance, lust, and envy, our carnal souls will 
also be lured by a phenomenal world that can co-opt 
and subvert the disciplinary mechanisms we adopt to 
restrict it. In this case, the supposedly religious man’s 
conceit is exposed when his beard, while evincing the 
extent of his devotion, itself becomes a problem, unbe-
knownst to him, until it is perhaps too late. A seeker 
(s¸lik) must be ever so vigilant, making sure that all 
concerns with the phenomenal world and worldly pos-
sessions are eliminated from his or her soul. Seen in 
this light, the image of the dead trunks and branches 
about to be hauled away on the back of a donkey 
begins to take on a new meaning. Rumi’s Masnavº 
abounds in similar metaphors, even with verses that 
pair “Pharaoh” with “firewood”:            
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How ruined a cursed ego would make you, 
Would throw you off course fast and far.   
Your fire lacks the firewood of the Pharaoh;   
Otherwise it would blaze like the Pharaoh’s.56

Despite the nuances in reception of such verses by vari-
ous readers over time—as is obvious from numerous 
works of commentary on Rumi’s Masnavº—the refer-
ent for Pharaoh and firewood almost always remains 
intact.57 The same tropes with the same connotations 
vis-à-vis the carnal self had been used by {Attar in the 
Muªºbatn¸ma:

��, ��( �$, " 6�$ ��� �/
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Then I also have a pharaoh in my soul,
Which has nothing left but to profess the faith.58

In the Man«iq al-«ayr {Attar uses imagery that is sug-
gestive of a variation on what is depicted in the fore-
ground of “The Bearded Man Drowning.” It comes 
after the prologue, when the birds have begun to 
gather. As Francolin is being welcomed, we read the 
following lines:

� �� ��6 �� " F�( �� �$�
� 
&
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(36, 644-45)

Burn the carnal self, like the donkey of Jesus that it is,
Then, like Jesus, ignite your spirit for the Beloved.59  
    

Referring to the beast that carried Jesus to Jerusalem, 
“the donkey of Jesus” has allowed Sufi poets to oppose 
the negative attributes of the donkey to the positive 
attributes of its rider, who exemplifies a perfect soul.60 
Rumi is fond of contrasting the two:61

 �� ���I� !�� �( �� "�(
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Behold, o heart! Do not get false hopes with every intoxi-
 cation: 

Jesus is drunk with Truth, his donkey drunk with bar-
 ley.62

But even without reference to Jesus, the donkey 
remains a stand-in for carnal desires, as in {Attar’s 
Asr¸rn¸ma: “The kind of nature a donkey has is due 
to abundant dry wood,”63 or, in the Muªºbatn¸ma:64  

����� *� �, )��� �� K�2
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You have the nature of an ass; I will not call you human. 
Eat barley, you donkey! Wheat is too good for you.65

Or, as Rumi later writes, 

 � �(�� �� �� M �� �� �$,
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Our carnal soul is given the visage of a donkey by 
 Him
So that it might appear in conformity to our nature.66

Conventionally in Sufi poetry, if the seeker is not 
vigilant the carnal self will attempt to fulfill its pas-
sions. Moses, the Pharaoh, Jesus and his donkey, or 
the “fire of Pharaoh,” with their respective positive or 
negative connotations, all can be traced back to the 
teachings and stories of the Qur}an. Grasping and 
enjoying such literary allusions, of course, depends 
very much on the reader or listener’s knowledge of 
Sufi tropes (talmº¥¸t). As Glünz points out, “To an 
outside observer who does not share the doctrinal 
background and basic beliefs of the Sufi authors, this 
kind of interpretation of poetry might seem forced 
and arbitrary,” but it is clear from {Attar’s text that 
tropes like Pharaoh, Moses, and Haman—unlike, for 
instance “a big beard”—need no further explication 
to the initiated, so none is provided.67  Not just the 
poetry but Sufi discourse as a whole is predicated on 
figurative use of language;68 allusive language (ish¸ra) 
has been essential to Sufi discourse since at least the 
tenth century, and its collateral importance in Persian 
Sufi verse, as evidenced by ubiquitous symbolism and 
allegorical constructs in works of poetry, has been the 
subject of many studies.69 Since the familiarity of the 
artists at the Herat atelier of Sultan Husayn Bayqara 
with Sufi literature has also been acknowledged,70 it is 
safe to presume that the late-fifteenth-century artists 
responsible for illustrating {Attar’s Man«iq al-«ayr read-
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ily took advantage of the imagery available in these 
literary sources. 

So the abundant appearance of firewood in the 
painting is directly related to the overarching issue 
being addressed in the textual passage, namely that 
of the carnal soul. But what are we to make of the 
tree, or what seems to remain of one, whose branch 
is being sawed off in the lower half of “The Bearded 
Man Drowning”?  Although visually it is linked to the 
firewood—it is the source of at least one pile on the 
ground, if not both—there is no mention of any tree 
in the text, at least not literally. 

Unlike the Pharaoh or Moses, “the tree” is not an 
allusion or metaphor developed within Persian poetry 
as it evolved throughout the centuries; rather it is 
a direct reference to verse 35 of the sura al-N¢r in 
the Qur}an. Kashani understands the “blessed olive 
tree”(shajarat al-zayt¢na) mentioned in this Qur}anic 
passage, which is the most pivotal template of Sufi 
ideology, as a specific reference to the kind of nafs 
possessed by humans: an intermediary between mind 
and body.71 Sometimes this “blessed olive tree” is also 
understood as the “tree of humanity.”72

As mentioned above, other than the carnal soul, 
which signifies passions such as lust, the concept of 
nafs also includes the idea of the soul in the medieval 
Christian sense—that is, the undying spirit of man, 
which other animals lack, and which in us is worth 
saving (or damning). {Attar’s counsel on the need 
for curbing one’s carnal desires in this passage does 
not concern an absolute beginner, who first and fore-
most must bring his or her unregenerate (amm¸ra) 
soul under control. Several attributes of this state are 
addressed in the earlier question-and-answer episodes 
of the Man«iq al-«ayr, where an anecdote about copu-
lating foxes, for example, rebukes one of man’s baser 
drives (112, 2023–26). Didactic poetry often advocates 
“killing” this particular carnal desire altogether, a trope 
that {Attar himself uses on occasion.73 At a later sta-
tion (maq¸m), the seeker must contend with his or 
her reproachful (lavv¸ma) soul, one that is desirous 
of a whole array of worldly needs that remain even 
when the baser desires are eliminated. At a later stage 
still, the soul is in a state where all becomes tranquil 
(mu«ma}ina).74

What we encounter in the episode about the drown-
ing fool and his beard is an explication and rebuke 
aimed at a Sufi devotee who has become complacent 
and presumptuous. At this stage, it is the censuring 
soul (nafs-i lavv¸ma) that is of concern. In the text, 

the beard is a stand-in for frivolous worldly preoccu-
pations. {Attar, playing with the double meaning of 
rºsh as “beard” and “lesion,” advocates warring against 
it (2981), abandoning it (2982), or making it one’s 
concern (2983), but never, either directly or implicitly 
by the use of common tropes such as rºshkan (uproot-
ing), does he suggest eliminating it. It is by overcom-
ing this stage that the soul will achieve, in turn, tran-
quility, content, subtlety, and finally perfection.75 The 
end goal of drowning in the “sea of unity,” often con-
veyed through the image of the drop of water merg-
ing with the ocean, is, of course, the ideal ultimate 
desire, but such a drowning is metaphorical.76 The 
“fool” in {Attar’s anecdote may not be drowning lit-
erally, but he is certainly not going to achieve annihi-
lation in the “ocean of oneness” unless he abandons 
his worldly concerns.77 The fool’s problematic drown-
ing is a variation on the prototypical Qur}anic story 
in which Pharaoh, who did not listen to Moses’ call 
to faith, drowned in the Red Sea.78

For Sufism the human soul is perfectible, and it is 
in this sense that the tree mentioned in the Qur}an 
often symbolizes that soul. The allusion to the Almighty 
as “gardener,” though not very common, does occur 
in Sufi poetry.79 Such an analogy is predicated on the 
idea of the human soul as a tree in need of care.80 
Rumi’s figurative language, as we have already seen in 
another example above, at times seems to describe more 
of what the Herati painters may have had in mind:81

�N� O�� ��� � "�� "�����
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The gardener cuts off the harmful branch 
So that the tree can gain height and fruit.82      

Elsewhere Rumi even combines the metaphor of fire-
wood with our carnal bodies and the need for remov-
ing from ourselves this fuel, which serves no purpose 
except to feed the fires of hell:

�,# *# ��� "! O� � *��(
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Firewood of hell is the body: trim it,  
And should more firewood sprout, remove it.83

The verse of the poet {Abd al-Rahman Jami, who was 
a contemporary of the artists at the court of Sultan 
Husayn Bayqara, and whose works had a great influence 
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on their artistic imagination, also utilizes the concept 
of carnal needs as branches or firewood:84

��� O�� " 8 �# �!�� � � �� )�
� ( ���  ! ��,0 �(��

O you, who like the branch of a plant are attached to 
 yourself,
You who are moved by the wind of carnal desires85

and

 �� / ��  ! �$� O� � �� �
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He has gone to hell, don’t follow him. 
Don’t become the firewood of hell like him.86

and again, as if describing what the painters had in 
mind,

��� � �� ������ ���� �8�� 	�� � O��
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What is a branch without leaves on a fruit-bearing 
 tree? 
If it does not bear fruit, it is nothing but firewood.87

Related to all this is the dark-skinned man standing 
behind the donkey on the lower right, whose earring 
suggests that he is a slave (ghul¸m or hind¢). Anecdot-
ally, such a stereotypical character in Persian literature 
(e.g., the story in Rumi’s Masnavº of the hind¢ slave 
who secretly lusted after his master’s daughter)88 is 
often used to signify a person with base morals or 
an outright infidel in need of conversion.89 By his 
depiction next to the firewood and the donkey, the 
slave is clearly implicated and no doubt expected to 
exit the picture leading the mule and its load (see 
line 2982, above).

The depictions of the donkey, the slave, the tree 
being trimmed, and the firewood in the lower half of 
“The Bearded Man Drowning” can indeed be described 
as a gloss, as earlier studies of this painting have sug-
gested, but it is a gloss not of the image from the 
upper half of the painting but rather of {Attar’s own 
complex system of imagery.90 Intertextually, Moses and 
the Pharaoh as well as firewood and the donkey are 
all part of the discourse of Sufism. Just as in {Attar’s 
figurative language, the lower half of the painting is 
meant to advocate resolve, in order that the seeker 
eliminate all traces of earthly desire associated with 

the carnal soul.91

Perhaps due to the striking blue color of his robe, 
the final figure in the lower half of “The Bearded Man 
Drowning” draws greater attention than the rest. This 
man, with a gray-white beard and a skullcap, is shown 
sitting on a rock just to the right of the vertical cen-
ter of the painting. In the context of contemporary 
Herat, he represents not just any man but rather a 
dervish, or Sufi master.92 

A common ritual performed by virtually all Sufi 
orders during the late fifteenth century was zikr, or 
remembrance and recollection of God.93 As a form 
of meditation, zikr typically requires that the pupil or 
spiritual disciple (murºd) repeat at least part of the 
profession of faith (l¸ il¸ha ill¸ All¸h) a specific num-
ber of times throughout the day, and in a particu-
lar manner.94 The Naqshbandi order, to which many 
members of the court and the leading artists of Herat 
belonged, is almost unique in having the silent zikr 
at the center of its pupils’ training;95 members of 
almost all other Sufi orders engaged in the loud zikr, 
sometimes accompanied with music.96 ~senbike Togan 
points out that Naqshbandi insistence upon the silent 
form of zikr for its murºds can be traced back no fur-
ther than the second half of the fifteenth century, and 
was mainly due to growing emphasis on the authority 
of the Sufi shaykhs (sing. murshid) over their pupils.97 
In fact, however, the gradual shift towards sanctioning 
the silent zikr appears not to have taken firm root until 
nearly a century after the execution of “The Bearded 
Man Drowning.”98

The point of all this, relative to “The Bearded Man 
Drowning,” is that the seated shaykh in the blue robe 
and the younger man to the left engaged in sawing 
off the tree branch are manifestations that signify the 
kind of meditation practiced by Naqshbandi initiates 
called “the sawing meditation” (zikr-i arra). This rit-
ual, named after the heavy sounds made by its prac-
titioners, is a type of loud zikr that later became asso-
ciated with the Rifa{i dervishes.99 The sawing zikr was 
allegedly begun by Ahmad Yasavi (d. 1166), who stud-
ied under Yusuf al-Hamadani, a shaykh in the chain of 
leadership of what later came to be called the Naqsh-
bandi Sufi order.100 Yasavi became one of Hamada-
ni’s leading disciples (khalºfa), and his vocal sawing 
seems to have had a lasting influence over the Naqsh-
bandis, the order to which he originally belonged, 
even though he formed his own Central Asian Yasa -
viyya order. Togan, citing Joseph Fletcher and the six-
teenth-century Naqshbandi Sufi Khoja Ahmad Kasani, 
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suggests that although the Naqshbandi leaders pre-
ferred the silent zikr, the sawing zikr was still both 
acceptable and practiced more than fifty years after 
the Herati images were painted.101 Apparently, the 
use of vocal zikr-i arra was deemed especially helpful 
for new initiates.102

It is important to emphasize that the dervish in blue 
is not engaged in zikr. His particular pose is unlike 
those associated with the rituals of meditation. Both 
he and the younger man who is sawing are depicted 
open-eyed and directly in each other’s line of vision, 
as though gazing at each other. The eyes of the der-
vish suggest that he is occupied solely with watching 
the young man who is sawing a branch off the tree in 
front of him. Baha} al-Din Naqshband himself is sup-
posed to have taught that the pupil “must not turn 
his face to anything in this world except to the master 
who will take him to the Presence of God.” According 
to him, there are three ways that “those who know” 
(i.e., Sufi masters) attain their knowledge: contempla-
tion, vision, and reckoning. The permission for the 
zikr must be given by the master, and the seeker must 
direct his heart toward the spiritual master.103

Perhaps the most authoritative source on this point 
is the leading figure of the Naqshbandi order in Herat, 
the poet Jami.104 The influence of Jami’s literary imag-
ination on the court painters of Herat, as exemplified 
by the depiction of Zulaykha’s palace in an illustration 
of the B¢st¸n of Sa{di, may also help explain the depic-
tion in the foreground of “The Bearded Man Drown-
ing.”105 In the first book of his Silsilat al-dhahab, Jami 
explicates his opinions on orthodox rituals as well as 
types of conduct associated with Sufism, such as ascet-
icism, solitude (khalwat) and meditation (zikr)—both 
the “manifest” zikr (jalº), and the silent zikr (khafº).106 
Writing on the virtues of these two methods of med-
itation, Jami seems to be an advocate of silent medi-
tation (zikr-i khafº):

�� "��,/ P,�  ��� P,��#5
�� "��,/ �#5 ��� "# ��0

� ��� ����  � 	,� "��� ��
� � ����4� "��� *�'� ���,

Zikr is a treasure, and treasure is better kept hidden.
Make an effort, do justice to the hidden zikr. 
Be dumb in your tongue, silent in your lips;   
One’s ear is not a confidant in this transaction.107

After expounding on the benefits of zikr, includ-
ing the orthographic significance of l¸ il¸ha ill¸ 
All¸h,108 which the initiate is required to recite repeat-
edly during zikr, Jami condemns noisy public medita-
tions, characterized by singing (¸v¸z) and dancing 
(raqª). He does this by devoting a whole section to 
“reproaching” those who organize and partake in such 
exhibitionism in what he entitles:

K$�,� �Q0!��  *� 6 R��!0� ��0 �� �# "�,� ��5� ��

   

On the reproach of those who, in order to gather com-
mon people and gain another means of livelihood, 
populate their assemblies with them and openly and 
publicly engage with zikr of the Almighty, Glory be to 
His Highness109

This is followed by an illustrative anecdote in which 
the term “saw” (arra) is itself implicated in Jami’s 
condemnation: 

��� ���� �/ � M �� ���'
��� ��� �� �� J 5 "���

His throat gets torn by the harsh sound; 
He cuts the neck of joy with a saw.        

       
However, a bit further on (line 514), Jami also cen-
sures those who place their heads on their knees in 
a sitting position and do not make sounds or noises 
with their breath:111

…those who claim to conduct their zikr in their hearts 
and assume the outward appearances of such practice 
and consider it to be silent [khafº] zikr but don’t know 
that it also has the same command as the public zikr, 
and in fact even public zikr would be better than this, 
because at least in public zikr the essence of meditation 
is investigative...unlike the silent zikr.112

Finally (lines 575–617), Jami explains that his real 
intention is to condemn neither the silent nor the 
loud zikr but only to reproach those who abuse such 
practices for carnal pleasures, and that to be delivered 
from self-involvement and selfishness is impossible 
except in the service of a pºr (a spiritual guide, shaykh, 
or murshid, but literally an old man).

���0� "���� �� ��4��� "Q6�  ��0 -��� ��  �,����
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If you find a pºr do not detach from him;      
If not, do not cease your search for him.113

 
What we see in the lower half of “The Bearded Man 
Drowning” alludes to a seeker who is engaged in the 
“saw” meditation: he is “rejecting evil whisperings and 
the ego’s insinuations” under the supervision of his 
Sufi shaykh, his pºr.114 In other words, what we see is 
the young (beardless) pupil or seeker (murºd), who 
is in effect performing the “saw meditation”—literally 
and figuratively, that is, manifestly and metaphori-
cally—under the gaze of his Sufi shaykh; all the while, 
he does not turn his face to anything in this world 
except his master. As mentioned earlier, this is exactly 
what {Attar’s text prescribes. The image of the young 
man sawing the last branch off the tree is a pictorial 
allusion both to the concerns raised by {Attar’s text 
and to a contemporary practice that addresses such 
concerns—the sawing zikr.

Seen in the historical context of late-fifteenth-century 
Herat, where the practice of composing elaborate rid-
dles such as acrostics, chronograms, and enigmas was 
an obsession, it seems only appropriate that the art-
ists of this and the other two miniatures in the Man«iq 
al-«ayr would also indulge in a bit of pictorial riddle-
making.115 In fact, contemporary accounts reveal that 
Mir {Ali Shir Nava{i—the friend, confidant, and “foster 
brother” of Husayn Bayqara, who may well have been 
the patron of this manuscript—coveted riddles, espe-
cially enigmas (mu{amm¸t).116 Whoever the patron and 
whatever the particulars of the commission, the gen-
eral disposition favoring riddles at this “center of lit-
erary and artistic life” would be perfectly in line with 
the composing of enigmatic illustrations.117

The notion of pictorial riddle also comes to mind 
given certain depictions in the last original painting 
in the manuscript, the nexus between whose enig-
matic elements and {Attar’s accompanying text cor-
roborates the analogous relationship in “The Bearded 
Man Drowning.” This miniature, “Shaykh Mahna and 
the Old Peasant”118 (fig. 3), illustrates {Attar’s anecdote 
about the two named characters but again contains 
unexplained figures and details that begin to make 
more sense in relation to the content of {Attar’s text. 
Here too we have a divided picture, half of which—in 
this case, the lower half—depicts literally the events 
described in the anecdote about Shaykh Mahna:

Shaykh Mahna, in great sadness,
Went to the wilderness, with anguished heart and 
 eyes bloodshot with tears.
He saw from a distance an old peasant 
Driving a cow: he shone with light.
The Shaykh went toward him and said hello and
Explained to him the condition of his great sadness.
 (184, 3303–5)

This story about Shaykh Mahna is one among several 
anecdotes used by the protagonist (the Hoopoe is no 
longer mentioned by name) to describe the first of 
the seven valleys on the way to Mount Qaf.119

The Herati painters of “Shaykh Mahna and the Old 
Peasant,” have depicted melons clustered in the upper 
half of the painting, not unlike the firewood in “The 
Bearded Man Drowning.” To the left, behind the seated 
man in green, we can see one mass of them; they are 
of the variety identifiable as kharbuza. More of the 
same variety can be seen piled into a pan of the scale 
held by the standing man in the upper center. The 
seated man in green is also holding one such melon 
in his hand. This image of country people weighing 
and apparently selling melons bears no apparent rela-
tion to {Attar’s anecdote about Shaykh Mahna. 

Again, any comprehensive approach to deciphering 
this painting must consider the theme of {Attar’s anec-
dote. At this point in the narrative, the cycle of ques-
tions and answers deals with the details of the actual 
journey to Mount Qaf. The story of Shaykh Mahna 
belongs to a section in which {Attar, having enumer-
ated the seven valleys through which the birds must 
travel, uses parables and anecdotes to explain the first 
of them, the Valley of the Quest («alab). The problem 
under discussion here is the need for volition on the 
part of the seeker to seek, to know, and to become 
one with the Beloved. In this first stage on the path 
to Sufism, through the Valley of the Quest, the seeker 
must be eager in his pursuit; as {Attar writes: 

�� � ��!�� � ���� ��2��
(181, 3244)

Your head will turn to the quest from your own eager-
 ness. 

and

��S!,� �� ��2�# ���� ���
��T, �� �� �,# "�0 , ����(

(183, 3285)
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Fig. 3. Shaykh Mahna and the old peasant. Folio 49v from an illustrated manuscript of the Man«iq al-«ayr of {Attar, ca. 1487. 
Ink, opaque watercolor, silver, and gold on paper. The Metropolitan Museum of Art, Fletcher Fund, 1963.210.49. (Photo © 
1986 by the Metropolitan Museum of Art)
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In anticipation of the quest, a man must          
Bequeath his life on the path at any time.  
  

However, the anecdote about the old peasant giving 
advice to Shaykh Mahna is specifically about a concern 
that is collateral to the quest, namely, patience (ªabr). 
The «¸lib¸n, or seekers, must possess limitless patience 
if they want their quest to come to fruition. As the 
enlightened old peasant tells Shaykh Mahna: 

�� ���� � ��M �� "����2
�# �( �!$� �, ���M ���2

(185, 3311)

Much is the patience that seekers need;  
Not every one can be a patient seeker 

The necessity of patience, repeated by mystics and 
poets in thousands of homilies such as “Only through 
patience does the fruit become sweet,” is well known 
to the students of Persian and Sufi poetry.120 The 
word for patience, ªabr, also designates aloe, a plant 
known for its bitter taste.121 The compound name for 
the kind of sweet, white-fleshed melon depicted here 
(kharbuza) is formed of the words khar and buza, the 
first meaning “big,” and the second meaning “tasty,” 
i.e., great- or sweet-tasting melon.122

As a motif in Persian literature, kharbuza has been 
used as an antonym for both sourness and bitter-
ness. Sa{di in his Gulist¸n satirizes corrupt judges who 
reward a bribe of cucumbers with sweetness worth a 
whole field of kharbuza melons.123 Rumi exalts the 
sweetness of this melon, especially when it is offered 
by the bounty of the Beloved:

*� � "� ��"�� �$� 8�� �,��
*��,� "�� ��� ����� "���� �8�!

A melon slice remained; he said, I will eat this,
To see how sweet a melon it is.124

In his supplication for patience as a stage on the path 
to the Truth in Sub¥at al-abr¸r, Jami, addressing God, 
writes, 

"# "��� ��,$ ��$����M
"# "����  ��� ��M ��!

Grant patience to be the creed of his poverty and anni-
 hilation; 
Sweeten the bitterness of patience for him.125

and
��� "����(� �# �,8 ��� ��M
��� "���� �#�  8�( ����6

Patience, even though it is like poison, 
In the end is sweet like sugar.126

      
The image at the upper right of a third man, who holds 
a large, empty bag, may help us understand the paint-
ers’ own sort of wordplay with bitter “patience”(ªabr) 
and the sweet taste of kharbuza melons. It is easy to 
accept that this man is depicted as either waiting or 
seeking («alab): leaning slightly forward, he holds the 
bag open, as though ready for it to be filled. Without 
taking into account the significance of other details 
in the painting and their relations to the text—such 
as {Attar’s specific reference to idols (185, 3318) and 
its relation to the Buddha-like figure seated under the 
tree next to the leashed dog—we may construct the 
following narrative involving the image of the three 
men in the upper half of “Shaykh Mahna and the 
Old Peasant”: a man is waiting patiently for his fill 
of  “sweet taste” (as kharbuza could be translated lit-
erally), or until the bitter (ªabr) taste of waiting with 
patience (ªabr) is recompensed with a bag of sweet 
melons (kharbuza). One can imagine that the depic-
tion of melons and what they allude to would have 
been much more pleasant to decipher for residents 
of Herat, a city closer in proximity to Bukhara and 
Khwarazm, regions supposedly known for cultivation 
of this particular melon.127

Alternatively, we can see the waiting man as a seeker 
(«¸libº), seeking («alab) cantaloupes («¸libº) in the Val-
ley of the Quest («alab), for the Herati painters have, 
in fact, depicted at least two varieties of melon in 
this painting. Among the cluster of melons on the 
left, behind the seated man in green, the uppermost 
melon visible is decidedly different from the rest. This 
round, beige, corrugated melon resembles a variety 
of cantaloupe, the Persian word for which—«¸libº—is 
a homonym of that for “a seeker.” Three anecdotes 
earlier in this same section of the Man«iq al-«ayr, when 
{Attar describes the Valley of the Quest, we read,
�رط���� ط�ب ���د �ن�  ,that is, “You must seek thus ,ا�ن
if [you are] a seeker [«¸libº]” (182, 3271). In Persian 
this pun sounds indistinguishable from, “you must seek 
thus, if [it is] a cantaloupe.” The addition of this kind 
of melon to the pile may have been a pictorial pun: the 
fact that «alab, «¸lib, or «¸lib¸n (quest, seeker, or seekers) 
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occurs eight times in the story about Shaykh Mahna 
may well have caused the artists to make an associa-
tion with “cantaloupe” («¸libº), leading to yet another 
pictorial play in the depiction of the text. An account 
of a banquet attended by dignitaries and artists in 
contemporary Herat at which the local literati engaged 
in flights of ribaldry and bawdy rhetorical exchanges 
is replete with verbal examples of such sophisticated 
repartees and puns.128 It is clear, at any rate, that word 
association lurks behind the iconographic program 
for “Shaykh Mahna and the Old Peasant,” just as it 
does for “The Bearded Man Drowning.”   

Maria Eva Subtelny has traced the evolution of lit-
erary genres and tastes that culminated in verbal puz-
zles of various types becoming “something of the rage” 
in Herat during the last decades of the fifteenth cen-
tury.129 If “riddle-like verse forms,” such as the enigmas 
presented at court banquets or other forums for rhe-
torical exchange, were so complicated “that the solu-
tion was often provided beforehand,” then the allu-
sions made by the images in the lower half of “The 
Bearded Man Drowning,” and the upper half of “The 
Funeral Procession” and “Shaykh Mahna and the Old 
Peasant,” must have seemed delightful and compara-
tively easy to decipher.130 Certainly these images were 
an acceptable form of “pictorial acrobatics.”

The selective adaptation of the received Timurid 
painting conventions that led to the appearance of the 
“new style” in Persian miniatures without disturbing 
the basic mechanisms of continuity in Persian manu-
script illustration seems ultimately linked to Sufi lit-
erary discourse in late-fifteenth-century Herat. The 
poetic genealogy of Sufi verse is a rich tradition of 
metaphorical and figurative language from which, as 
I have argued, Herati artists, consciously or otherwise, 
seem to have appropriated certain tropes for picto-
rial depiction. I have also suggested that the practices 
of the vastly influential contemporary Sufi order, the 
Naqshbandiyya, inspired the painters’ imaginations, 
notably in their proclivity for details. In particular, my 
close study of the images in the foreground of “The 
Bearded Man Drowning” confirms what the cursory 
analysis of the other two contemporary paintings also 
indicates: that the three paintings in the Metropoli-
tan Museum Man«iq al-«ayr contain pictorial wordplays 
analogous, but not identical, to the verbal allusions 
of the text they accompany. That a similar approach 
to images in other manuscripts will affect the ways we 
understand the iconography of Persian manuscript 

painting during subsequent decades is an exciting 
prospect awaiting future studies.

Columbia University
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