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On Losing One’s Head: Ḥallājian Motifs and Authorial 
Identity in Poems Ascribed to ʿAṭṭār

carl w. ernst

In the concluding lines of his celebrated mystical epic, the Manṭiq al-ṭayr, Farīd 
al-Dīn ʿAṭṭār made the following declaration:

This book is the adornment of time, offering a portion to both elite and
common.

If a frozen piece of ice saw this book, it would happily emerge from the
veil like the sun.

My poetry has a marvellous property, since it gives more results
every time.

If it’s easy for you to read a lot, it will certainly be sweeter for you
every time.

This veiled bride in a teasing mood only gradually lets the veil fall open.
Till the resurrection, no one as selfless as I will ever write verse with 

pen on paper. 
I am casting forth pearls from the ocean of reality. My words are 

finished, and this is the sign.
If I praise myself a lot, how can that praise please anyone else?
But the expert himself knows my value, because the light of my moon

is not hidden.1

This passage is remarkable for the boast it contains, in which ʿAṭṭār claims that 
no one has ever annihilated his ego as successfully as he. Conjoined as it is with a 
bold advertisement of the quality of ʿ Aṭṭār’s literary works, this paradoxical boast of 
ego-annihilation raises a difficult question regarding the nature of the authorship 
of Sufi writings. If the goal of the Sufi is the annihilation of the self, what sort of 
self may be ascribed to the authors of the central writings of Sufism? In principle, 
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this question is an extension of the fundamental paradox of sainthood in Sufism: 
if sainthood means the extinction of the ego, how can the saint know that he is a 
saint? The concept of divinely inspired writings also parallels the ecstatic sayings 
(shaṭḥiyyāt) of the Sufis, which are in theory overflowings of inspiration that occur 
in the absence of the ego. As ʿAṭṭār himself remarked in comparing Ḥallāj’s utter-
ances with Moses’ encounter with the burning bush on Sinai, it was not the bush 
that spoke, but God. Aṭṭār’s declaration is a specimen of the rhetoric of sainthood, 
which permitted the spiritual elite to engage in a boasting contest (mufākhara) 
to demonstrate the extent of God’s favours to them.2 The debates of literary his-
torians over the authenticity of the literary works ascribed to ʿAṭṭār collide with 
this paradoxical notion of selfless sainthood. Who is the real ʿAṭṭār? The differing 
understandings of this question depend entirely on the basic presuppositions that 
interpreters bring to it. 

Helmut Ritter memorably presented the issues surrounding ʿAṭṭār’s authorial 
identity in the article he devoted to ʿAṭṭār in the second edition of the Encyclo-
paedia of Islam. Here Ritter candidly admitted that he had completely revised 
his original understanding of ʿAṭṭār’s writings. The problem, as Ritter saw it, was 
that ‘the works attributed to him [ʿAṭṭār] fall into three groups which differ so 
considerably in content and style that it is difficult to ascribe all three to the same 
person.’3 Briefly, these three groups of writings are: (1) mathnawī poetic composi-
tions (Manṭiq al-ṭayr, Ilāhī-nāma, Asrār-nāma), usually characterized by clear 
frame stories, containing a rich variety of narrative material; (2) mystical epics 
(Ushtur-nāma, Jawhar al-dhāt) focused more narrowly on the identity of God 
and the world, with frequent reference to Ḥallāj; and (3) other writings (Lisān 
al-ghayb, Maẓhar al-ʿajāʾib) characterized by a strongly Shiʿite devotion to ʿAlī. 
Ritter himself had initially entertained the possibility that ʿAṭṭār had undergone 
an evolution of both thought and style, in which he had ultimately converted to 
Shiʿism in his old age. Saʿīd Nafīsī, following the earlier researches of Maḥmūd 
Sherānī, had then demonstrated that a separate individual named ʿAṭṭār Tūnī had 
in the fifteenth century composed the Shiʿite writings of the third group. Nafīsī 
supposed that it was conceivable that the same person had authored the writings 
of the first and second groups but, while admitting this possibility, Ritter on the 
whole considered it unlikely. He went on to describe a fourth category of clearly 
spurious writings that had been falsely ascribed to ʿ Aṭṭār.4 More recently, François 
de Blois has concluded that seven works are authentic compositions of ʿ Aṭṭār (five 
mathnawī narrative poems, plus a Dīwān of ghazals and the collection of rubā‘īs 
known as Mukhtār-nāma), and he has enumerated a total of twenty-five other 
works that may be considered apocryphal. Nevertheless, de Blois is willing to 
consider the possibility that three of these doubtful works (Ushtur-nāma, Jawhar 
al-dhāt, Lisān al-ghayb) may be in fact by ʿAṭṭār, though this question requires 
further research.5
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There are in fact several diverse criteria that scholars have used to determine 
the authenticity of the works attributed to ʿAṭṭār. In the area of style, for instance, 
one may consider that narrative is a typical component in ʿAṭṭār’s writings, and 
the relative prominence or lack of narrative could be one index by which to accept 
or reject a particular work. Likewise, the stylistic device of repetition or anaphora, 
which is used at great length in several doubtful works, has been cited as evidence 
for rejecting them, although it should be noted that the accepted works of ʿAṭṭār 
display a certain taste for anaphora from time to time.6 The age of particular manu-
scripts has been used as a criterion for judging certain works (or portions of works) 
as authentic or not. Metre could also be a factor, especially since some of the works 
which are considered apocryphal display surprising variations in metrical form, 
suggesting the possibility of different hands at work. From a thematic perspective, 
a focus on ʿAlī and Shiʿism, an obsession with Ḥallāj, and excessive boasting have 
all served as indications for considering a work of ʿAṭṭār as apocryphal. Another 
approach is to use autobiographical references in ʿAṭṭār’s writings as a way of com-
piling an authentic canon of his works. But since the most detailed autobiographical 
information occurs in works (Lisān al-ghayb, Maẓhar al-ʿajāʾib) already judged to 
be doubtful, little actually remains that would allow us to fix ʿ Aṭṭār or his evolution 
as a writer with any confidence. 

Much depends, though, on how one is disposed to understand in particular 
the themes of ʿAṭṭār’s poetry and his character as an author, and scholars differ in 
how they evaluate these questions. The lines quoted above from the conclusion to 
the Manṭiq al-ṭayr were omitted from the excellent English translation by Afkham 
Darbandi and Dick Davis, on the grounds that this conclusion ‘consists largely 
of self-praise and is a distinct anticlimax after a poem devoted to the notion of 
passing beyond the Self.’7 Although an argument against the authenticity of this 
passage might be made on the basis of the absence of the conclusion from some 
early manuscripts of the text,8 Darbandi and Davis reject the conclusion as being 
thematically and dramatically at odds with the rest of the poem. Yet there are diffi-
culties with applying an overly strict construction of authorial consistency. One still 
has to face the fact that, up until the dawn of modern criticism, the chief expositors 
of the tradition of Persian Sufism, such as Jāmī, have accepted even the dubious 
works as authentic compositions of ʿAṭṭār. Even in recent times, there have been 
regular publications of the doubtful works, produced either in blissful ignorance of 
the controversy or decidedly in opposition to scholarly orthodoxy, although these 
editions are not always easy to find.9 How have the various defenders of the dubious 
works understood their themes and their author?

In the generally accepted works of ʿAṭṭār (Manṭiq al-ṭayr, Ilāhī-nāma, Asrār-
nāma, Muṣībat-nāma), for example, the Sufi martyr Ḥallāj frequently appears with 
brief references to his mystical state and dramatic end, which ʿAṭṭār portrayed 
so eloquently in his hagiographical anthology, the Tadhkirat al-awliyāʾ.10 At the 
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same time, however, these poems contain blatant examples of boasting, in which 
ʿAṭṭār claims to be the greatest poet of all time; sometimes this boasting includes a 
rejection of poetry, which has special reference to the role of court poet.11 All this is 
combined with the mystical insistence that one annihilate the ego. In comparison, 
the doubtful works (Lisān al-ghayb, Maẓhar al-ʿajāʾib, Pand-nāma) may be said 
to contain the very same elements, but in sometimes greatly exaggerated form. 
In particular, the theme of headlessness – a universal theme perhaps – becomes 
a Ḥallājian metaphor for transcending the self, particularly in the Bīsar-nāma, or 
The Headless Epic.12 Thus the mere appearance of these themes would in itself 
not be a convincing reason for rejecting the texts completely, although one still 
would need to account for the different style and presentation of these themes and 
their author – such as the remarkable claim (found in the Maẓhar al-ʿajāʾib and 
Pand-nāma) of the ultimate unity of Ḥallāj, ʿAṭṭār, and ʿAlī. 

In the examination which follows, I juxtapose a number of passages from both 
the accepted and doubtful writings of ʿAṭṭār with the interpretations that certain 
readers have brought to ʿAṭṭār. While it may be intrinsically impossible to reach 
an understanding of mystical authorship according to positivist standards, it is 
nevertheless useful to clarify the reading strategies employed by various interpreters 
to illuminate the conflicting concepts of authorship that they bring to the subject. 
But simple decisions on the nature of authorship ignore a series of difficult issues, 
including the question, ‘Is the human self infinite or finite?’13 Even without a 
consideration of postmodern literary theory, it is by no means unproblematic to 
define authors by either stylistic or thematic consistency. As Maimonides pointed 
out, there are many reasons besides drunkenness and madness that may cause an 
author to be inconsistent in the treatment of a given subject. A good case in point 
from Islamicate culture would be Abū Ḥāmid al-Ghazālī, who was notorious for 
dealing with the same subject differently for diverse audiences; certain critics have 
consequently rejected some works ascribed to him on the grounds of inconsistency. 
By provisionally dealing with the doubtful works as part of the overall corpus of 
ʿAṭṭār’s writings, we at least open up the possibility of understanding how he has 
been understood by generations of interpreters.

The headless Ḥallāj is standard figure in such scenes as the following from 
ʿAṭṭār’s Asrār-nāma,

They saw Ḥallāj in a dream one night, his head cut off, but with cup in hand. 
They asked, ‘How is it your head is cut off? Tell – how long you 

have chosen this cup?’
He said, ‘The king of blessed name gave this cup to the headless one. 
‘Those who forget their own heads can drink from this spiritual cup.’14

ʿAṭṭār indeed proclaims Ḥallāj as his teacher in several of his lyrical verses:
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That very fire that fell into Ḥallāj is the same that fell into my life.15

The story of that sage Ḥallāj at this time is gladdening the hearts of the pious.
Within the breast and the desert of the heart, his tale became the guide for 
ʿAṭṭār.16

In the Sufi tradition, authorities such as Jāmī accepted ʿAṭṭār as having had a 
mystical relationship with Ḥallāj that fell into the category of Uwaysī initiation; like 
the Prophet Muḥammad’s contemporary, Uways al-Qaranī, ʿ Aṭṭār was considered a 
spiritual disciple who did not require physical or temporal proximity in order to ob-
tain a genuine mystical initiation. Jāmī quoted with approval the remark of Jalāl al-
Dīn Rūmī that ‘the light of Manṣūr [Ḥallāj] after one hundred fifty years manifested 
to the spirit of Farīd al-Dīn ʿ Aṭṭār and became his spiritual authority.’17 Some stories 
even claim that, when the Mongols attacked Nishapur, ʿAṭṭār went to his death by 
decapitation, welcoming his executioner as a manifestation of his beloved.18 That 
headless destiny would certainly be an extreme form of Ḥallājianism!

If ʿAṭṭār was indeed on the Ḥallājian path towards annihilating the self, this 
may explain in part his ambivalence toward writing. On one hand, he was not 
comfortable with the role of the poet as flatterer of kings. ‘I have not eaten the food 
of any tyrant, nor have I signed any book with my pen-name.’19 At times there is 
a discomfort with the role of the poet: ‘Don’t count me any longer as one of the 
poets; don’t see me any longer with the eye of the poets.’20 At the same time, ʿAṭṭār 
put the following words into the mouth of a nameless Sufi, who may be expressing 
ʿAṭṭār’s own mixed attitude towards his poetry:

My entire Dīvān is madness; intellect is a stranger to these words.
I don’t know what I’m saying – strange; 
how long will I seek what is not lost? – strange
…But I am excused in what I say, even if I recite my own poetry…
Since I saw no one trustworthy in the whole world, I spend time 

reciting my own poetry.21

The possibility that ʿAṭṭār’s poetry is incomprehensible to others does not pre-
vent him from making remarkable claims, however, including being ‘the seal of the 
poets.’22 All these remarks come from ʿAṭṭār’s accepted writings.

Much in the same vein can be found in the apocryphal works. A sampling of 
Ḥallājian boasts from the Maẓhar al-ʿajāʾib includes the following:

ʿAṭṭār, like Manṣūr, cries ‘I am the Truth’, striking the entire world on fire.23

The secrets of God are in my soul; my faith is the manifestation of the
secret of God.24
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There is no bird like ʿAṭṭār in the world; he is the nightingale of this garden.25

Your ʿAṭṭār came to know the meaning through God; he declared this in the 
way of Manṣūr.26

Here one also finds the repeated declarations of phrases, the anaphora referred 
to above, in which the poet begins fifteen or twenty lines in the same words, ‘Go 
forth like Manṣūr, to the gallows of annihilation, till you see the light of God beyond 
encounter…’27 In the Haylaj-nāma, extended passages ring variations on Ḥallāj’s 
famous cry, ‘I am the Truth’ (anā al-Ḥaqq), as in the following:

From that wine, cry, ‘I am the Truth’ like me; behold yourself in your body,
through your body.

From that wine, cry, ‘I am the Truth’ at the lover’s door, for you will see the
grace of all – none but you is in the world.

From that wine, cry, ‘I am the Truth’ like Ḥallāj. Come out on top of heaven,
wearing that crown.

From that wine, I have drunk, my chosen shaykh; I have most certainly seen
the beloved in reality.28

Ḥallāj is described bluntly as the thief who has stolen and revealed reality: 
‘Manṣūr, you have spoken the absolute secret: ‘I am God,’ you have stated, ‘I am 
the Truth.’29 ʿAṭṭār focuses furiously on union with Ḥallāj:

You are one with me, you rebel Manṣūr, and tomorrow I shall consume you
with fire!

You are one with me in heart and soul – you are I, and I am you, 
master of union!30

In verses of stupefying grandiosity, ʿAṭṭār claims to be Ḥallāj, God, and the sun 
and the stars; all creation is seeking his mercy.31

In addition, we find in these apocryphal works a new emphasis on the role of 
ʿAlī, who somehow takes the leading role in an apotheosis in which ʿAṭṭār and 
Ḥallāj both merge. 

If you have faith, you become all light; you make the boast, ‘I am the Truth,’ 
like Manṣūr.

‘I am the Truth,’ says that enlightened pure one. He drank the wine of 
longing from the hand of ʿAlī.32 
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Elsewhere ʿAṭṭār’s apostrophes are dedicated to ʿAlī alone:

Who am I to describe you in speech? For you are hidden in all souls.
Commander of the Faithful! I have spoken my soul, threading pearl of

meaning upon meanings.
Commander of the Faithful! Tell me the secret of God’s secrets face to face,
So my heart is clear and my soul complete, and I may recite your praises

in full!33

In long invocations addressed to ʿ Alī, ʿ Aṭṭār himself becomes a second Manṣūr in 
search of the divine essence.34 In turn ʿAlī has revealed to him all of his secrets.35

Despite the bold claims made in the apocryphal works, there is occasionally a 
delicate reflection on the phenomenon of ecstatic speech (shaṭḥ), in which we see 
the flickering of the authorial ego in the storm of divinity:

What am I saying? What do I know? Who am I? In listening and speaking,
who am I?

He is speaking, like light in my body, for by his tongue I tell my story.
I relate these words from him, giving guidance to the people of the world.36

Nevertheless, ʿ Aṭṭār occasionally shifts his authorial ego entirely to Ḥallāj: ‘All of 
the secret that lies in the essence of the book is from that Manṣūr, and is unveiled 
in him.’37 At other times, the shift to identification with God is complete: ‘It is not 
ʿAṭṭār, behold! It is the beloved who is in the text and the proof. Behold!’38 Indeed, 
we find unadulterated boasts about annihilation of the self: ‘It was reality; I myself 
saw annihilation (fanā’). I saw annihilation and arrived at divine eternity (baqā’).’39 
Hyperbolic claims are made about the efficacy of these writings, and readers of the 
Jawhar al-dhāt and the Maẓhar al-ʿajāʾib are promised miraculous results.40

It would be easy to multiply examples of Ḥallājian headlessness, deification, 
and adoration of ʿAlī from the apocryphal writings, given how large all of these 
works are. It is difficult to deny that these works exhibit a much more extreme 
emphasis on these topics, and that at times they become monotonous in their 
relentless theophanic assertions. How have these works been understood by those 
who defend their authenticity? 

The most prominent scholar to embrace these apocryphal works as genuine 
compositions by ʿAṭṭār was undoubtedly Louis Massignon who, in the course of 
decades of work devoted to the study of Ḥallāj, paid special attention to the role 
that ʿAṭṭār played in the dissemination of the Ḥallājian legend. Massignon main-
tained that ‘it was above all due to the literary works of ʿAṭṭār that the Ḥallājian 
theme became one of the most famous ‘leitmotifs’ in Iranian Muslim poetics, 
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wherever Islam was propagated together with the love of Persian poetry.’41 The 
remarkable emphasis on Ḥallāj found in the apocryphal ʿAṭṭārian works required 
Massignon to deal with the issue of authenticity raised by Nafīsī and others. Mas-
signon brushed aside the theory of pseudonymous authorship of these works, 
endorsing instead Jāmī’s quotation from Rūmī, that the light of Manṣūr after many 
years had transfigured the spirit of ʿAṭṭār.42 Massignon acknowledged that there 
had been tampering with the texts of works like the Jawhar al-dhāt, remarking 
that Attar’s ‘extraordinary literary fecundity may perhaps also be explained by 
the flowering a century later of a cycle of pastiches,’ which seems to be a tacit 
admission of pseudonymous composition.43 Massignon described the ʿAṭṭārian 
apocrypha as ‘amazing collections flowing with repeated outbursts, whose di-
mensions are as immense as the Hindu epics or the interior monologues of ... 
Joyce, ... in which ʿAṭṭār tirelessly sings of the mystical drowning of the soul in 
divine totality, using Ḥallāj, “the highway brigand” (duzd-i rāh), as the model and 
herald of this ardent annihilation.’44 Giving emphasis to the decapitation motif, 
Massignon provided numerous examples of Ḥallājian themes in these writings. It 
is notable that Massignon depicted ʿAṭṭār’s intellectual lineage with considerable 
flexibility, linking him to the philosophers Suhrawardī and Avicenna as well as to 
the Ismāʿīlīs.45 Massignon became almost rhapsodic in describing works like the 
Haylaj-nāma: ‘This esoteric book, in which ʿAṭṭār reveals to us all of his thoughts 
on Ḥallāj, is very important. It is not only a canonization, it is a total and absolute 
divinization.’46 At the risk of appearing dismissive, one feels obliged here to point 
out that Massignon had a tendency to see Ḥallāj everywhere. What was frankly a 
life-long obsession with Ḥallāj impelled Massignon to accept as canonical those 
ʿAṭṭārian works that canonized Ḥallāj. 

Yet as the ongoing publication of ʿ Aṭṭārian apocrypha reveals, there are evidently 
audiences, particularly in Iran, who continue to find reasons for accepting the 
validity of these works. One recent example is Qādir Fāḍilī, who has written on 
ʿAṭṭār as well as on contemporary religious thought in Iran.47 Fāḍilī’s large subject 
concordance to the writings of ʿAṭṭār furnishes a distinctively Shiʿite perspective 
on the ʿAṭṭārian apocrypha. Fāḍilī begins, however, from an unusual methodo-
logical position, arguing that the very concept of pseudonymous authorship and 
pseudepigrapha is illogical:

Some believe that this book (Maẓhar al-ʿajāʾib) and the Pand-nāma are falsely 
attributed to ʿAṭṭār, and their proof is the weakness of metre in this book. Thus 
they say someone else published his own works in the name of ʿAṭṭār. This theory 
does not appear to be correct with such reasoning, because no one who is an author 
with ability attributes his work to another.48

Fāḍilī thus regards the ʿAṭṭār who wrote the Manṭiq al-ṭayr, Ilāhī-nāma, and 
Muṣībat-nāma as identical with the author of the Maẓhar al-ʿajāʾib. Acknowledg-
ing that there are problems with the rhyme and metre in certain writings, Fāḍilī 
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pieces this together with autobiographical statements in the apocryphal Maẓhar 
al-ʿajāʾib (ʿAṭṭār’s best work, in his opinion), in which ʿAṭṭār states his age as over 
100 years; old age and weakness, he concludes, are responsible for any slips on 
ʿAṭṭār’s part.49

Moving on to the question of Shiʿite references, Fāḍilī maintains that the chal-
lenge to the apocryphal works is motivated by anti-Shiʿite prejudice.

It is only Sunni fanaticism that motivates the questioning or rejection of these works 
as being by ʿAṭṭār, because his devotion to ʿAlī and the Shīʿite Imāms makes it clear 
that he is Shīʿite. All true gnostics, even if they observe Sunni practice and the edicts 
of the four Sunni imāms, from the viewpoint of the mystics, their creed is Shīʿite 
and they consider themselves Shīʿite. Their Dīvāns and books are filled with poems 
in praise of the family of the Prophet and their role in the order of existence. This 
applies to many great past masters of mysticism and literature, such as Rūmī, Saʿdī, 
Sanāʾī, Niẓāmī, Ibn ʿArabī, Ibn al-Fāriḍ, Qayṣarī, etc.50

The assumption that all true mystics are Shiʿites handily eliminates any ques-
tion of inconsistency about the move toward veneration of ʿAlī in the apocryphal 
works.

Nevertheless, Fāḍilī is not able to overcome certain critical theological reserva-
tions about the radicalization of Ḥallāj in these ʿAṭṭārian works, particularly the 
blatant tilt toward divinization that shifts from Ḥallāj’s ‘I am the Truth’ into an 
outright ‘I am God’. This he sees as extremism, fundamentally in contradiction 
with the mystical teachings with which Ḥallāj inspired ʿAṭṭār, as Rūmī and Jāmī 
have attested. Thus a certain suspicion attaches to these writings of ʿAṭṭār insofar 
as he presents Ḥallāj in such a radical form.51 Fāḍilī therefore takes ʿAṭṭār to task 
for having written the verse, ‘I am God, I am God, I am God!’ Fāḍilī views this 
as logically impossible, because the very use of the separate words ‘I’ and ‘God’ 
demonstrates an inescapable duality.52

In the end, Fāḍilī is deeply uncomfortable with the self-praise that appears in 
many ʿAṭṭārian writings. For one thing, he considers this to involve implicit criti-
cism and denigration of others, as when ʿAṭṭār styles himself ‘seal of the poets’, or 
‘the unique pearl (Farīd) of the age’. Fāḍilī concedes that there is an ambiguity in 
the Ḥallājian claim, ‘I am the Truth’. It can mean the elimination of the ego and 
total submission to God through annihilation. Amazingly, Fāḍilī quotes a poem 
from Khomeini to this effect: ‘I abandoned my self and clashed the cymbals of “I 
am the truth”; like Manṣūr, I became a customer of the gallows.’ In this manner 
Fāḍilī demonstrates at length what he sees as the difference between legitimate 
proximity to God and extreme claims to union with God that no genuine prophet 
or saint has ever made.53 Throughout his interpretation of ʿ Aṭṭār, Fāḍilī has recourse 
to firm dogmatic principles that allow him, with a certain circularity of logic, both 
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to claim as authentic the disputed works of ʿAṭṭār and to criticize them when they 
fall short of his standards.

The persistence of apocrypha and pseudepigraphic writing has been noted in 
many of the world’s literary traditions. While it is perhaps easy to dismiss such 
works as forgeries, many questions remain, particularly when recent criticism runs 
into long-established traditions in which these writings have been accepted (this 
has been particularly true of the criticism of Biblical texts and other sacred writ-
ings). In part, the production of pseudepigrapha forms part of the reception history 
of texts, and it is particularly challenging to assign a motive for the production of 
such works. Is it vanity? A crude attempt to gain consideration for writings that 
would otherwise be dismissed? An innocent and admiring tribute? A confident 
submission of truths considered to be inspired? There are many possibilities.54 
The following brief remarks are offered as a speculative reconstruction of this 
particular process. 

One may assume that the works of ʿAṭṭār were initially in private circulation 
in Khurāsān, and that they began to attain more popularity in the course of the 
thirteenth and fourteenth centuries. This period coincides with an increase in ʿ Alid 
piety in Persianate lands, as well as the popularization of monistic philosophies 
summarized under the heading of ‘the unity of existence’ (waḥdat al-wujūd), par-
ticularly through the medium of Persian poetry. The annihilation of the authorial 
ego leaves open special opportunities for would-be imitators of the great masters of 
Sufi literature. The boldness of Ḥallāj was so captivating, after all, precisely because 
he revealed the secret (ifshāʾ al-sirr), publicizing the intimacy of his relationship 
with God. Although some judged this revelation to be a crime, others clearly took 
it to be a licence and authorization for new authors to declare the same truth, 
that they too had become one with God. The very popularity of ʿAṭṭār’s writings 
as manifestos of mysticism made them almost a sui generis category of literature: 
what we might call the poetry of annihilation (fanāʾiyyāt), in parallel with the 
poetry of wine (khamriyyāt) or unconventionality (qalandariyyāt). Thus ʿAṭṭār, 
like ‘Umar Khayyām, may be said to have become ‘no longer a historical person 
but a genre’.55 From the frequently quoted testimony of Rūmī and Jāmī, we know 
that ʿAṭṭār has been considered to be particularly inspired by the spirit of Ḥallāj. 
It is less well known that ʿAṭṭār himself has performed similar initiatic functions 
in certain Sufi circles, particularly those associated with the Shaṭṭārī Sufi order. In 
the complicated lineages claimed by the sixteenth-century Shaṭṭārī master Shaykh 
Muḥammad Ghawth, Farīd al-Dīn ʿAṭṭār plays a central and inspiring role.56 Both 
the annihilation of the ego and the expansion of ʿAṭṭār’s popularity make it easier 
to understand how his literary oeuvre might miraculously expand as well.

The growth of a Shiʿite interpretation of or response to ʿAṭṭār should be no 
more surprising than the extension of the Ḥallājian message. According to Ivanow, 
ʿAṭṭār was particularly popular with Ismā‘īlī readers, and we may assume that they 
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brought their own hermeneutic to bear upon his writings.57 At roughly the same 
time that the ʿAṭṭārian apocrypha may have been produced (i.e., the thirteenth 
and fourteenth centuries), the works of Rūzbihān Baqlī were likewise undergo-
ing alteration in a Twelver Shiʿite direction. In their biographies of Ruzbihan, his 
descendants typically translated his Arabic writings into Persian with dramatic 
shifts of emphasis, in which ʿAlī takes over the central role as dispenser of mystical 
knowledge. 58 While the blatant Shiʿite partisanship of Fāḍilī may be overdone, it 
forms part of a long tradition of strongly Shiʿite interpretation of Sufi texts.

The critical evaluation of the writings of ʿAṭṭār is a fairly recent phenomenon. 
Before the twentieth century, it was normal to read all the epics ascribed to ʿAṭṭār 
as part of a continuous whole. An eclectic and inclusive reading strategy was a char-
acteristic aspect of the history of these texts. It is certainly legitimate for scholars 
to raise questions about these works in terms of their style and themes. But the 
changes in Ritter’s views on this question, the Ḥallājian enthusiasm of Massignon, 
and the Shiʿite rationalism of Fāḍilī demonstrate how differently readers continue 
to approach the ʿAṭṭārian corpus, even after the introduction of modern criticism. 
In short, there is still no agreement about who ʿAṭṭār really was. This debate would 
no doubt have been amusing to ʿ Aṭṭār, who after all had so eloquently expressed this 
fundamental paradox, the boast of the author without ego: ‘Till the resurrection, 
no one as selfless as I will ever write verse with pen on paper.’ 
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