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Abstract

In Iranian mystical literature, the symbols of light and illumination hold
a distinguished position and are considered among the most frequently
used elements for expressing mystical concepts. Among poets, Farid al-
Din ‘Attar of Nishapur employs these symbols more extensively than
others. The present study examines whether the use of light in “Attar’s
poetry is merely aesthetic and scattered, or whether it is formed on the
basis of a deliberate and systematic pattern. According to the article’s
hypothesis, the Verse of Light from the Qur’an constitutes the
foundational basis of the symbolic system of light and darkness in
‘Attar’s poetry and is repeatedly recreated throughout his poetic works
as a semantic and mystical structure. The research method is based on
descriptive analysis and qualitative content analysis of poetic texts in
order to scrutinize the function of image-elements related to light. The
findings show that ‘Attar employs the six components of the Verse of
Light as a complete mystical system. The divine manifestation in the
phrase “Allah is the Light of the heavens and the earth” is depicted in
‘Attar’s poetry as the eternal sun and the ocean of Being. The three
symbols—niche (mishkat), lamp (misbah), and glass (zujaja)—are
respectively aligned with the body, soul, and heart of the spiritual
seeker, marking the path of knowledge from the outward to the inward.
The blessed tree and its oil appear symbolically as the spiritual master
(pir) and love: the master as guide and source of direction, and love as
the fuel that carries the seeker toward God. Finally, the station of “light
upon light” is represented in poetic images such as the annihilation of
the moth in the candle and the drop in the sea—signs of the seeker’s
union with the divine Truth. In contrast, darkness encompasses symbols
such as the carnal self, the world, ignorance, and heedlessness, all of
which prevent the vision of the light of Truth. According to the findings,
the influence of the Verse of Light on ‘Attar’s poetry is not accidental
or ornamental but structural and foundational; this verse provides a
complete roadmap for the mystical journey from self-purification to
fana’ fi-1lah within the poet’s worldview.

Keywords: ‘Attar of Nishapur, Verse of Light, imaginative imagery,
light and illumination, mysticism.
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT
The concept of light has occupied a central role in

the intellectual and spiritual imagination of Islamic
civilization, symbolizing divine presence, truth,
and epistemic clarity. The “Verse of Light” (Qur’an
24:35) — “Allah is the Light of the heavens and the
earth...” — stands as one of the most theologically
and symbolically charged passages in the Qur’an,
inspiring centuries of mystical, philosophical, and
literary reflection. Among Persian mystic poets,
Farid al-Din ‘Attar of Nishapur is unparalleled in
his use of luminous imagery. His poetry, especially
in Mantiq al-Tayr, Ilahi-Nama, and Asrar-Nama, is
suffused with metaphors of radiance, illumination,
and annihilation in divine light. This study
investigates the extent to which ‘Attar’s visionary
imagery of light derives not merely from aesthetic
inspiration but from the structural symbolism of the
Qur’anic Verse of Light. The article posits that
‘Attar’s imagery of light and darkness is not
random but consciously modeled on the six-fold
symbolic schema of that verse. Through a
descriptive-analytical and qualitative textual
method, the research demonstrates that ‘Attar
reinterprets the Qur’anic imagery — the niche
(mishkat), the lamp (misbah), the glass (zujaja), the
blessed tree, the oil, and the culminating phrase
“light wupon light” — as an allegorical
representation of the mystical journey from
corporeality to divine union. In his cosmology,
God, who is “the Light of the heavens and the
earth,” corresponds to the eternal sun and the
infinite ocean of Being, and all creation is nothing
but the reflection or wave of that light
(Forouzanfar, 2004; Sadr al-Muta'allihin
Shirazi, 1984; Zarrinkoub, 2005). Thus, ‘Attar’s
entire symbolic world becomes an interpretive
commentary on this verse, weaving together
Qur’anic metaphysics, mystical psychology, and
poetic imagination into a unified structure of
meaning.

From an epistemological standpoint, the Verse of
Light has historically been a touchstone for the
convergence of philosophical and mystical
exegesis in Islam. Commentators from al-Ghazali

Wy

to Mulla Sadra interpreted it as a metaphysical map
of existence, with each layer corresponding to
degrees of divine manifestation (Ghazali, 1985;
Sadr al-Muta'allihin Shirazi, 1984). In this
framework, the niche (mishkat) symbolizes the
human body, the lamp (misbah) the rational soul,
and the glass (zujaja) the purified heart, while the
blessed tree (shajarat mubaraka) and its oil
represent divine knowledge or revelation
(Meybodi, 1992). ‘Attar translates these
philosophical  correspondences into  poetic
language. For instance, his repeated image of the
“sun of eternity” shining upon the “mirror of the
heart” manifests his intuitive understanding of light
as existence itself. He aligns corporeality with
darkness, the soul with flame, and the heart with
transparency. This triadic model of human
ontology mirrors the Qur’anic architecture of the
verse: body (the niche), soul (the lamp), and heart
(the glass). In Mantiq al-Tayr, he likens the human
body to a shadowy cage, the soul to a radiant candle
confined within, and the heart to a crystal through
which divine illumination passes if polished by
ascetic practice (Pournamdarian, 2007; Shafiei
Kadkani, 1991). In ‘Attar’s system, light thus
becomes both the ontological essence of being and
the epistemological vehicle through which truth is
known. The poet employs these luminous
metaphors to guide the reader beyond sensory
perception toward intuitive gnosis — a process of
polishing the mirror of the heart until it reflects the
divine Sun.

At the metaphysical core of this study lies ‘Attar’s
understanding of God as Nir al-Anwar (Light of
Lights). This conception stems directly from the
Qur’anic statement “Allah is the Light of the
heavens and the earth,” which, in the tradition of
Islamic theosophy, equates light with being itself
(Sadr al-Muta'allihin Shirazi, 1984). ‘Attar
poetically  reconfigures this  philosophical
principle: the world is nothing but shadows
projected by the radiance of the divine Sun. He
writes that “all is but one light, yet countless
shadows appear in it,” suggesting that multiplicity
is only apparent, a veil over the unity of being
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(Forouzanfar, 2004). Elsewhere, he compares
existence to an ocean of light from which countless
waves arise, each a temporary form destined to
dissolve back into the sea (Zarrinkoub, 2005).
These images articulate a vision of emanation and
return: the One radiates outward as many, and the
many return inward to the One. Such imagery
parallels Suhrawardi’s Hikmat al-Ishrag, in which
light hierarchies define all existence. Yet while
Suhrawardi constructs a philosophical cosmology,
‘Attar transforms this luminous ontology into a
living, experiential drama of love. For him, to know
God is not merely to understand the metaphysics of
light but to be consumed by it — to become, like
the moth before the candle, annihilated in its
radiance (Shafiei Kadkani, 2008).

In the practical dimension of mystical experience,
the “blessed tree” and its oil function as the
metaphors of guidance and love. The “tree neither
of the East nor West” signifies the unconditioned
source of divine wisdom that transcends temporal
and spatial dualities (Meybodi, 1992). In ‘Attar’s
poetic world, this tree manifests as the spiritual
master (pir) — the living axis of transmission
between divine illumination and human receptivity
(Zarrinkoub, 2005). The pir, rooted in divine
knowledge, channels the oil of wisdom that keeps
the disciple’s inner lamp aflame. Without such
mediation, the seeker’s light flickers amid the
winds of ego and ignorance. ‘Attar repeatedly
stresses the necessity of companionship with a
guide: “Without the pir, the traveler’s road is dark
and perilous.” Yet this external guidance must be
complemented by the internal fire of love ( ishq),
which corresponds to the verse’s self-luminous oil
— “whose o0il would almost glow even if
untouched by fire.” Love, for ‘Attar, is that
primordial spark that ignites of itself, transforming
the cold intellect into radiant devotion. It is both the
oil and the flame: it burns, illuminates, and
consumes simultaneously. The metaphors of the
“moth and candle,” the “drop and sea,” and the
“mirror and sun” dramatize this process, where
love annihilates the lover in the Beloved’s light
(Attar Neyshaburi, 1995, 2008). Thus, the Verse

V¥

of Light becomes for “Attar an allegory of mystical
pedagogy: the master transmits divine oil, love
transforms it into flame, and the purified heart
becomes the glass that radiates light upon light.
The climactic expression “nir ‘ala ntr” (“light
upon light”) represents the culmination of this
mystical ascent. In classical exegesis, it denotes the
union of the light of reason and revelation, or of
human and divine illumination (Ghazali, 1985). In
‘Attar’s poetry, it marks the station of fana’ — the
annihilation of the self in the infinite light of the
Divine. Through striking imagery, he renders the
ineffable experience of unity: the moth consumed
by the candle, the drop merging into the sea, and
the thirty birds realizing their identity with the
Simurgh. Each image depicts the dissolution of
multiplicity into unity, ignorance into knowledge,
and darkness into light (Pournamdarian, 2007;
Shafiei Kadkani, 2008). The encounter of the
Simurgh and the thirty birds in Mantiq al-Tayr
epitomizes this realization: when they gaze upon
the Simurgh, they behold themselves; when they
gaze upon themselves, they see the Simurgh. In this
mirror play of light, the distinction between knower
and known disappears. ‘Attar thus interprets “light
upon light” as the perpetual self-revelation of God
within the purified heart — a dynamic theophany
in which divine light illuminates itself through
human consciousness. This interpretation aligns
with Mulla Sadra’s notion that God’s light becomes
intelligible only through the luminous essence of
the soul (Sadr al-Muta'allihin Shirazi, 1984).
Hence, the human heart, when perfectly
transparent, becomes the locus of divine self-
disclosure.

Yet ‘Attar’s theology of light cannot be grasped
without its dialectical counterpart: darkness. The
Qur’an juxtaposes light and darkness as metaphors
of guidance and misguidance, knowledge and
ignorance (Meybodi, 1992). In his poetry, ‘Attar
dramatizes this opposition through vivid allegories
of struggle. Darkness appears in four primary
forms: the carnal self (nafs), the material world
(dunya), ignorance (jahl), and heedlessness
(ghafla). The self is the first veil, depicted as a
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seven-headed dragon that devours the light of the
soul. The world is a night of illusion, seductive yet
transient, its glimmer masking the absence of true
dawn. Ignorance blinds the inner eye, preventing
recognition of the divine sun even at midday, while
heedlessness deafens the soul to the call of
transcendence. Through spiritual discipline, ascetic
detachment, and remembrance, the seeker peels
away these layers of darkness, enacting the
Qur’anic promise: “Allah brings the believers out
of darkness into light.” This inner jihad, the victory
of light over darkness, recapitulates the
cosmological drama of creation itself — the
emergence of existence from non-being, of
illumination from obscurity (Forouzanfar, 2004;
Zarrinkoub, 2005). ‘Attar’s moral psychology is
thus inseparable from his theology of light: to
conquer the self is to become transparent to God, to
expel darkness is to make room for the Sun.

In conclusion, this study reveals that the imagery of
light in “Attar’s poetry is neither ornamental nor
incidental but constitutes a coherent mystical
system structurally grounded in the Qur’anic Verse
of Light. Each symbol in the verse — the niche, the
lamp, the glass, the blessed tree, the oil, and the
phrase “light upon light” — finds its poetic and
spiritual analog in ‘Attar’s works, collectively
forming a symbolic architecture that maps the
soul’s journey from corporeal limitation to divine
union. ‘Attar transforms Qur’anic metaphor into
experiential reality, where light is not merely a
figure of speech but the very essence of being and
knowing. His poetry thus stands as both
commentary and continuation of the luminous
Qur’anic vision: the seeker, purified through love
and guided by divine wisdom, becomes himself a
lamp of the Light of Lights, radiating “light upon
light” in the vast ocean of existence.
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