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ISLAM AND THE WONDERS OF CREATION:
THE ANIMAL KINGDOM

ANNEMARIE SCHIMMEL

Should I not use an example as I like;
As God gives us an example of life by
mentioning the gnat?

So writes the German poet Johann Wolfgang von
Goethe in his West-Ostlicher Divan, a book of poetry
inspired by the Persian poet Hafiz-i Shirazi and by
Islamic culture in general. He is referring to Sarah al-
Bagqarah (2), verse 26: ‘Verily God is not ashamed to
speak of the gnat’.

This points to the role of animals in the Qur’an,
where they are mentioned time and again in different
ways. They are important in the Islamic tradition
because as Sirah Hiid (11), verse 56 states: ‘There is no
animal which He does not keep by its forelock’, and
mankind is taught that everything created praises God
and acknowledges His power. It is therefore not
surprising that animals play a very considerable role in
all aspects of Islamic culture, and in many cases pre-
Islamic customs and ideas concerning animals were
absorbed and refined in Islamic times.



Everyone who studies Arabic knows that some
important animals, such as the lion or the horse, and
even smaller creatures like the cat have several different
names, as we know from the story of a Bedouin who
found a cat — a creature he had never seen before — and
tried to sell it as a rarity. Since everybody he met called
the animal by a different name he presumed it must be
very precious, and he was deeply disappointed when he
got nothing for it — ‘So many names and no value’.

Stories of this kind are often recounted. But we
should remember that animal names were also used as
proper names for people, and there is an abundance of
words for ‘lion’ — asad, ghadanfar and others — in the
Arabic, Persian (shir) and Turkish (arslan) traditions,
not to mention all the other animals. It was, in fact, a
Bedouin custom to call a newborn boy by the name of
an object seen immediately after his birth, so qunfudh
(hedgehog) and similar, even more lowly, names can be
found in ancient Arabic sources. The names of birds of
prey, such as sagar (falcon) or nasr (eagle) were
common and were especially loved by the Turks of
Central Asia, for example, sunghur, tighan, and tigan.
Furthermore, names of animals could be used as lagab
(a distinguishing name): °Al1 ibn Ab1 Talib was called
asad Allah (God’s lion), an appellation also translated
into Persian (shir-e khuda) and other languages. Sufi
masters might be called by similar names, such as *‘Abd
al-Qadir al-Jilan1 who is known as al-baz al-ashhab (the



white falcon) or Lal Shahbaz Qalandar in Sehwan in the
Indus valley, known as the ‘red falcon’.

Arabic and Persian literature boast a great
number of animal fables among which Kalilah wa
Dimnah, translated into Arabic by Ibn al-Mugqaffa® in
the 8 century AD, made its way into medieval Europe
as well. It was rewritten several times in the Islamic
tradition, often decorated with interesting pictures.

But Kalilah wa Dimnah was not the only book
of animal fables, because the general reader and the
authors who catered for his taste were not the only ones
interested in animal stories — the Sufis took over the
theme as well. At about the same time in the late 12"
century AD, two authors from the Persian world were
writing animal stories. One was Shihab al-Din al-
Suhrawardi, the Shaykh al-Ishraq, a master of
illumination, (who was killed in Aleppo in AD
1191/587 H at the age of 38 and should not be confused
with Suhrawardi, the founder of the Suhrawardiyya
tarigah). Suhrawardi’s short stories in Persian tell of
various animals. He speaks of the peacock who, hidden
under a basket, had forgotten his home in the king’s
garden; of the lizard imprisoned by bats which had
decided to give him the harshest possible punishment —
namely, to throw him out into the bright sunlight. This
would be a punishment for a bat, night creatures as it is,
but was happiness for the sun-loving lizard (in the same
way that materialistic men cannot understand the beauty



of the spiritual life). There are many other parables of
the mystical path.

In north-eastern Iran at about the same time,
Farid al-Din ‘Attar (d. AD 1229/627 H) composed,
among other important works, his masterpiece, the epic
poem Mantiq al-Tayr, (“The Discourses of the Birds’).
Here he describes in wonderful images the soul-birds’
way to the mysterious Simurgh at the end of the world,
which they find after wandering through seven valleys.
From time immemorial this bird has been the symbol of
the soul imprisoned in the earthly body.

There are, however, also more matter-of-fact
stories. While the favourite animals of the early Arabic
tradition were the swift horse, the powerful camel, the
desert animals and the hunting birds, the shifting of the
centre of civilisation to Baghdad in the time of the early
Abbasids led to new developments in literature as well.
The theme of hunting was refined by the poets of the
badi* style, and animals were kept as pets in the houses
of the rich. Small wonder then that there are dirges for
a beloved cat or a fine dog in Abbasid poetry. At the
same time, scholarly essays on veterinary medicine and
related topics appeared, so that books about the
treatment of falcons and horses became rather important
at court. It should be mentioned in passing that the care
bestowed by later Muslim emperors on their hunting
animals and their private zoos is best portrayed in the
chronicles of the great Mughals of India in the 16® to
18t centuries. The elephants were washed with warm



water, and some of them even had an allowance of
several pints of wine daily!

From the early 9% century onwards Arabic
authors began to compose books on animals. The first
author in the genre was al-Jahiz whose Kitab al-
Hayawan set the model for this type of literature. Ibn
Bahtishii composed the Manafi‘ al-Hayawan, while al-
Qazwini (d. AD 1283/682 H) dwelled upon the strange
aspects of certain animals. The Egyptian scholar al-
Damir1 (d. AD 1405/817 H) has given us a veritable
treasure trove of information in the Kitab Hayat al-
Hayawan, a kind of encyclopaedia where the reader
finds everything from zoological to medical, poetical to
juridical information about animals. One might not,
however, be tempted to try the medical advice he gives
for a cough: ‘Take the brains of a young gazelle, mix
them with the fat of some mice, boil the mixture and
add cumin seed broth...’

Animals also served philosophers with
examples for their theories. Perhaps the most
fascinating book in this area is the treatise of the Ikhwan
al-Safa or the creation and species of animals (treatise
22), including a chapter on enmity between men and
djinns, of which there is a fine English translation by
Lennard Goodmann and an equally good translation
into German by Alma Giese. The essence of this
beautifully written book is that although the animals
have marvellous talents and abilities, the human being,
who is outwardly weaker than the animal, is superior to



them for he is the hayawan natiq (the ‘speaking
animal’), endowed with logical thinking. Most
importantly, God offered humans ‘trust’ amanah which
heaven and earth did not accept but ‘man took it’

Lo! We offered the trust unto the heavens
and the earth and the hills, but they shrank
from bearing it and were afraid of it. And
man assumed it. Lo! he hath proved a
tyrant and a fool. (Surah Al-Ahzab (33)
verse 72).

Animals play a considerable role in the
interpretation of dreams and, although each of them has
a special role, the general rule is that a dream of
mastering a dirty or cruel animal means mastering one’s
bad qualities.

It would be surprising if there were not many
proverbs concerning animals. They occur in various
contexts and are often used in everyday speech as well
as in literature. The Turkish poet Ziya Pasha expresses
a well-known thought thus:

Can a uniform bestow nobility on a lowborn
person?

After all, a donkey remains a donkey even if you
give him a gold-embroidered saddle!

Just as the English proverb proclaims:

An ape is an ape, a varlet a varlet —
They may be clad in silk or in scarlet.



Comparisons with animals are at least as
frequent as they are in western languages. In the
Magamat al-Hariri the reader can enjoy some very
witty — and also coarse — ones, among which ‘uglier
than a monkey’ is still comparatively harmless.

Often folktales offer the listener al-munazarah,
the striving to surpass another animal. Which is more
important - the camel, the cow, the sheep or the
cockerel? Or, indeed, which animal can claim to be the
most senior? This type of play was also used in literary
circles, certainly up to the time of Amin al-Rihani (d.
AD 1940/1358 H).

Animals become even more prominent in Sufi
legend. A common theme throughout the Muslim
world is that of an animal sacrificing itself for the sake
of its master, for instance, the cat of the Indian Sufi
Ashraf Jahangir (14+ century) which jumped into a pot
of boiling milk because she had seen a poisonous snake
at the bottom of the pot and wanted to save the Sufis
who were about to drink the milk. Animals, particularly
cats, are models of spiritual awareness and often warn
their masters who can generally tame ferocious animals
with a look. Some Sufis even lived in the company of
animals. It is said that Sahl at-Tustar1 (d. AD 896/282
H), one of the great early masters of the mystical path,
had built close to his dwelling place a ‘house for lions’
(bayt al-siba“ ), where wild animals lived peacefully
together. Sufis would teach the animals, which



sometimes served them faithfully; such stories abound
in medieval hagiographies.

The story about Rabi‘ah al-°‘Addawiyyah (d. AD
725/135 H) may well be true: animals were said not to
flee from her presence as there was no smell of animal
fat on her breath. She was a strict vegetarian, as
apparently quite a few Sufis were. One should respect
animals as they are God’s creatures, as is clear from a
story about the famous commentator of the Qur’an, al-
Zamakhshar1 (d. AD 1143/537 H). During one of his
journeys he lost a foot and when asked how it happened
he replied that as a young boy he had had a bird which
became stuck in a hole in a wall, and when he tried to
take it out by pulling the string that was wound around
its foot, the foot was broken and became detached from
the bird. His mother thereupon cursed him and hoped
that he might lose his own foot — which indeed came to
happen.

Animals are God’s creatures and one should be
careful not to injure them, even though some people,
such as al-Ma‘arr1 think that they will be compensated
in the hereafter for all the pain they are made to endure
on earth. It is understandable that for this reason the
Prophet prohibited all animal fights such as cock fights
and ram fights. This injunction was not, however,
taken very seriously and animal fights remained a
popular sport. They were practised in a grand way
during Mughal times; miniature paintings depict fights
between elephants or camels in great detail.



Let us turn now to individual animals and start
with the lowest group — insects. Some insects,
particularly locusts, are mentioned in the Qur’an (Sirah
al-A‘raf (7), verse 133) as when plagues were sent to
Egypt to punish its inhabitants.

So We sent against them the flood and the
locusts and the vermin and the frogs and the
blood — a succession of clear signs. But they
were arrogant and became a guilty folk.

The gnat, the insect with which we began this essay, is
for all its apparent unimportance a symbol of the weak
that can, with God’s permission, act as an avenger, a
powerful enemy which we should not underestimate.
Did not a tiny gnat kill the mighty tyrant Nimrod by
creeping into his nostrils and destroying his brains? So
God punishes the haughty by means of the tiniest
creature.

We can, however, see the gnat in a different
light in a poem written in Urdu by an Indian poet
singing on a hot night:

Who comes in every night close to my bed?
To wake me up with love songs in my bed?
Is it my friend, intending this or that?

No, it’s a gnat !

Even more unpleasant is the flea, though it is said that
in reply to some Muslims complaining about this
creature that frequently molested them, the Prophet



remarked: ‘At least he wakes you up for your prayers!’
Scholars have discussed the problem of whether fleas or
lice may be killed during the pilgrimage, and one of
them, al-Ghumri, who lived in Cairo in the 15® century,
composed a treatise about ‘fleas and lice in garments
and their influence on ritual purity’.

The fly has been liked and disliked in equal
measure. Do they not go wherever they please? Not in
vain does the popular expression speak of someone
being ‘prouder than a fly’. It is said that the Abbasid
caliph, Ma’'mun, son of Harun, was complaining about
the number of flies that surrounded him all the time and
half in despair asked the great lawyer al-Shafi‘i, why
God created the fly. Al-Shafi‘T replied that it was
created to demonstrate to potentates that there was
something that all their power could not overcome.
And Ma’mun accepted his argument. In the Persian
tradition flies are usually connected with sweets, and
Hafiz claims that it is not surprising when admirers
throng at a sweetheart’s door, for ‘where there is sugar
there are flies”.

Among the insects mentioned in the Qur’an is
the spider (Sirah al- “‘Ankabat (29), verse 41). ‘Verily
the frailest house is that of the spider, if only they knew
it’. The remark at the end may indicate that the
seemingly fragile thread is in reality extremely strong.
While the spider’s web was generally held to be
something very weak, one of the beautiful stories in
Islamic tradition is that of the spider covering with its
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web the door of the cave where the Prophet and Abi
Bakr were spending the night on their way to Yathrib.
Thus the spider can be seen as a symbol of God’s
inexplicable activity. In a fine poem by the Persian
poetess Parvin I'tisam1 the restless spider is called
‘God’s weaver’. However, generally both people and
poets are rather critical of the spider. Readers are
warned not to indulge in fruitless activity and restless
worldly undertakings, for:

Worldly striving comes through extended
breath,
Just as the spider weaves a web from its saliva.

One of the most frequently cited small creatures is the
ant. It is mentioned in a lovely account about
Sulayman, the prophet-king (Sirah al-Naml (27), verse
18).

Till, when they reached the Valley of the Ants,
an ant exclaimed: O ants! Enter your dwellings
lest Solomon and his armies crush you,
unperceiving.

The conversation of the mighty prophet with the tiny,
modest creature inspired many poets with stories,
allusions and parables. Many of them would compare
themselves to a minute, weak ant that would still hope
to be accepted into the presence of the ruler or the
beloved. The ant brought to Sulayman a lotus grain or,
according to other traditions, a locust’s leg, an
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expression which came to mean someone bringing a
worthless little gift to a superior person, a gift outwardly
small but well intended, for a locust’s leg is heavy for a
minute ant. Damiri therefore claims that the ant is the
most grateful creature. And furthermore, despite its
small body, the ant is often called ‘strong’ or ‘brave’,
because the load it can carry is much larger than itself.
It is said that a pious man blessed a ruler with the wish:
‘May you be as powerful as an ant’ and then explained
his apparently meaningless blessing to the confused
recipient.

While on the whole the ant is considered a good,
hardworking and strong creature, some writers have
seen it as niggardly and greedy because it hoards food
underground to survive the winter. Stories are quite
common in Persian poetry comparing this stingy little
miser with nightingales or other song-birds which have
spent summer days singing happily and visiting gardens
for their beauty.

Whereas the ant can be regarded as an
interesting animal which is both good and unpleasant,
one insect is praised highly in the Qur’an: the bee. The
bee appears in Sidrah al-Nahl (16), verse 68 as the
recipient of Divine inspiration.

And thy Lord inspired the bee, saying: Choose
thou habitations in the hills and in the trees and
in that which they thatch.

12



The word wahy, which is usually restricted to
the inspiration granted by God to the prophets, gives the
bee a particular place in the animal kingdom. It is not
only the Qur’anic remark that the drink the bee prepares
- honey - contains medicinal properties for people
Sirah al-Nahl (16), verse 69.

There cometh forth from their bellies a drink
divers of hues, wherein is healing for mankind.

but also the Prophet’s love of honey that has led the
pious to invent lovely stories and poems about the bee.
Bees, so it is said, helped ‘Ali ibn Ab1 Talib in battle,
and the queen bee, ya'sib (which was regarded not as a
female bee but as a male ruler and lord) played a role in
the description of °Alf’s strength and leadership in
wartime. (Incidentally, in Europe centuries passed
before the queen bee was recognised as female — as the
German word ‘der Weisel’ with its masculine article
testifies.)

One of the loveliest legends woven around the
bee, which was known in Anatolia in the early 14
century as it forms the topic of 18t century folk ballads
in Sind, is the story of the discovery of honey. One day,
so the folk poets tell us, the Prophet had guests, but he
had nothing to put on the bread — no sweets, no butter,
nothing. Suddenly a bee appeared and offered to help,
asking the Prophet to send one of his friends with her.
‘All accompanied her, and they returned with a large
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lump of honey that they had taken from a tree. They
tasted the strange sap and, lo and behold, it was
wondrously sweet. The bee explained that when the
bees’ pollen was collected in the fields the bees
constantly murmured the salawat-i sharifah, the
blessings over the Prophet, and thus the honey became
sweet. Yunus Emre, the Anatolian bard, recommended
that people follow this custom of blessing the Prophet at
all times so that they too become sweet.

Honey appears as an important medicine,
sometimes being mixed with vinegar. The relationship
between wax and honey is often alluded to: in a Persian
medieval poem the candle weeps as it is separated from
the honey which it formerly embraced. It is small
wonder that the spiritual leader is considered to be the
one who, like a bee, gives spiritual sweetness to his
disciples.

Lavish as praise is for the bee, its relative the
wasp seems to be one of the most hated creatures in the
world. Poetry, especially Persian poetry, contains many
tales in which the wasp is compared to a tyrant or a most
dangerous enemy. When a man does not listen to his
wife’s warning to remove a wasps’ nest from the roof
he is later punished by the stings of the insects. He
should have killed his enemies immediately. Sa‘adi (d.
AD 1292/691 H), who tells this story, writes elsewhere:

True, a tyrant is just like a wasp,
Keeps you constantly in fear and dread.

14



Wait until he’s overcome one day —
Then you’ll put your foot upon his head.

There are still more insects, among them the
moth and butterfly. The moth seems confused, circling
around aimlessly and without proper intention, and Abu
Hamid al-Ghazzali (d. AD 1111/514 H) sees it,
following the Qur'anic hint, as an unlucky, erring
creature. However, the moth has also been likened to
the true lover when it casts itself into the flames of a
candle. This story is famous in Germany as Goethe
used the image of the moth that lovingly gives up its life
as it is united with the beloved flame of the candle; his
poem, in the West-Ostlicher Divan, describes this death
in life under the title Selige Sehnsucht, ‘Blessed
Longing’. Goethe had found the image in a translation
by the Austrian orientalist Joseph von Hammer-
Purgstall of the poetry of Hafiz the Persian poet (d. AD
1389/791 H) who had used it, as had hundreds of poets
before him in the Persian tradition. But the origin of the
story is contained in a small book by the Arab mystic al-
Husayn ibn Mansir al-Hallaj, executed in AD 922/
309H in Baghdad. Called the ‘martyr of Divine love’,
he described the fate of the loving moth in his Kitab al-
Tawasin which was probably written in prison and was
published by Louis Massignon in 1913. In beautiful
rhymed prose he describes how the moth circles around
the candle and then returns to tell the others about his
experience. Hallaj goes on to explain that the candle’s
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light is the ‘knowledge of Reality, its heat the ‘reality of
Reality’, and the union with it the True Reality.
Longing to reach the True Reality he casts himself into
the flame: he does not speak again and never returns to
outward forms, to created beings.

Thus, for almost every poet in the
Persian—-Turkish and Indo-Muslim traditions, the moth
became the symbol of the human soul which longs for
union with the Divine beloved, a very fitting symbol,
for the butterfly was a symbol of the soul for the ancient
Greeks too. As an 18" century Indian poet wrote:

Love is innate in a true lover’s heart:
The moth learns not from others how to burn!

Igbal, who liked to use traditional symbols while
giving them a new meaning, compared the moth to the
bookworm. The poor bookworm is very learned: he
has his nest in the old manuscripts of al-Farabi and
Avicenna but he has never experienced the fire of love,
and the ‘half-burnt butterfly’ teaches the poor
professorial bookworm how to cast itself into the flames
and so live by dying...

Yet not even the butterfly is Iqbal’s ideal insect.
He prefers the firefly, for the firefly radiates its own
light: it does not need external light as the moth does,
and so it represents the true man of God who carries
Divine fire in himself. When one has seen in former
years thousands of fireflies filling the streets of Lahore
along the canal one understands that Igbal, who lived in
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Lahore, was inspired by this sight to single out the
firefly from among other insects.

There are still other animals that should be
mentioned here before passing on to birds. One is the
salamander which, according to oriental belief, lives in
the fire and enjoys the heat. Strangely, this animal is
not considered to be a creeping animal but rather a bird,
murghe samandar, and late mannerist poets of the
Indian subcontinent such as Ghalib even speak of the
feathers of this creature!

Other reptiles occur only rarely. For instance, 1
have encountered frogs only in Jalal al-Din Rumi1’s
Mathnawr and Sindhi folk poetry. Snakes, of course,
can boast Qur’anic tradition: did not the sorcerers’ rods
turn into serpents that were swallowed by Moses’s rod?
Tradition also tells us that Iblis and Diabolos entered
Paradise to seduce Adam and Eve by assuming the form
of a tiny snake that the peacock carried into the garden
of Paradise. Thus, the snake is, as in the western
tradition, the embodiment of evil.

The lizard, on the other hand, is usually a
positive animal. Legend tells us that the green lizard
acknowledged and praised the Prophet, hence he is
called mjusi mumini, ‘believing lizard’ in Swabhili.
Only the black lizard is regarded in a bad light; in
legend the green species is usually seen positively.

As often as insects and other ‘lowly’ animals are
mentioned in literature, it is birds that are the favourite
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animals of poets and thinkers. We have already
mentioned the concept of the soul-bird, known from
antiquity and apparently common to many religious
traditions: Sirah al-Naml (27) credits Sulayman with
knowledge of ‘the language of the birds’, mantiq al-
tayr. This expression was subsequently borrowed by
Farid al-Din ‘Attar for his masterful allegory of the
pilgrimage of the birds. ‘Attar may also have been
influenced more or less directly by Ghazzal1’s ‘Treatise
of the Birds’, ‘Risalah al-Tayr'. The motif of the soul-
bird was used by a contemporary of al-Ghazzali but in
a somewhat different way. He was the poet and mystic
Abu al-Majd Majdud al-Sana‘1, known as the author of
the first Persian Mathnawi on religious themes, the
Hadiqat al-Haqiqah, composed in Ghazni in present-
day Afghanistan. Al-Sana’1, (d. AD 1131/525 H)
composed a lengthy qasidah called Tasbih al-Tuyir, in
which he ‘translated’ the different voices of the birds
into human phrases. This poem is deserving of a special
study by an omnithologist-cum-philologist. Even a
superficial reading of this rather difficult Persian poem
shows the importance birds have in the religious
cosmos of Persian writers. This importance is
understandable as the Qur'an explicitly mentions the
birds among all those creatures which praise the Lord
(Sdrah al-Nur (24), verse 41):

Seest thou not that it is Allah Whose praises all
beings in the heavens and on earth do celebrate,
and the birds (of the air) with wings outspread?
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Each one knows its own (mode of) prayer and
praise. And Allah knows well all that they do.

In Sirah al-An‘am (6), verse 38 birds are compared to
people. This ties in with the idea of the soul-bird which
is imprisoned in the body as though in a cage. As has
been said time and again, in the same way as it is a
pious act to free birds from their cages, the soul awaits
the happy moment when it is rescued from the bodily
prison. A lovely poem from the Middle Ages has often
been cited in Arabic religious texts:

Tell my brethren who see me dead:

I am not this dead person, by God!

I am a little bird, and this is my cage

From which I fled and which is empty now ...

Children liked to play with the birds they caught and put
into cages and they apparently did not treat them very
carefully (as we have already seen in the story of
Zamakhshari). A common comparison then is that of
the lover to a bird in a child’s hand, a child that molests
him without caring for his feelings.

Certain birds play a particularly important role
in literature. In the Persian and Turkish tradition, as in
earlier western poetry, it is the nightingale. One of the
most charming poems by the medieval Turkish minstrel
Yianus Emre (d. AD 1321/720 H) describes the bird’s
complaints, and a recurring line asks:

‘Why do ye wail, ye nightingale!”
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The nightingale is the soul-bird par excellence,
the embodiment of eternal love and longing. There is
barely a Persian or Turkish love poem in which the
combination of the ‘rose’ (eternal beauty) and the
‘nightingale’ has not been used, a combination which is
made easier by the sound of the words — gul ‘rose’ and
bulbul ‘nightingale’. (The Turkish pronunciations are
giil and biilbiil.) Persian poets went so far as to imagine
that the rose-bud might be the heart of the weeping
nightingale:

Oh bud, were you the heart of the weeping
nightingale?

Can one describe the radiant beauty of the rose? Jalal
al-Din Rumi thinks that it is impossible — Divine beauty
cannot be described. One should rather describe the
nightingale’s eternal longing:

For heaven’s sake — don’t talk about the rose —
Talk about the nightingale who is separated
from the rose!

In this connection it seems almost logical — at least in
poetical terms — that the dew drops shimmering on the
leaves in the garden in early morning are ‘the tears of
the nightingale’ who, though she sings her never-ending
melodies of unfulfilled longing, weeps at the end of yet
another night of hopelessness.

The nightingale is the lover, so it is the bird
beloved of lovers all over the world, and one of its
names in Persian, hazar, can also be understood as
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‘thousand’, for its love song resounds thousands of
times in front of the hundred-petalled rose (the
centifolia).

There are other birds which also have lovely
voices but are mentioned less frequently in literature.
One of them is the blackbird, shahriir, who reminded
some writers of a preacher reciting pious words from
the pulpit, in this case the tree.

In both the Arabic and Persian traditions we find
various names for the falcon or hawk, and there are
many allusions to the education and training of the
proud bird. Falconry was and still is a favourite pastime
in the Middle East, and we should remember that one of
the important works in the European Middle Ages was
an illuminated treatise about ‘The Art of Hunting with
Falcons’, composed by the German emperor Frederic 11
who lived in Sicily and was noted for his cordial
relations with Muslims and his love of Islamic culture.
The falcon is also among the favourite birds in Persian
mystical writings, and in a fine pun poets have claimed
that this bird, called in Persian baz, received his name
because he ‘comes back’ baz ayad to the fist of his
master. This idea of the faithful bird, always longing
for his master’s hand, forms the basis of the poetical
images that surround these birds. The mystics saw the
falcon as a soul-bird, an embodiment of the ‘soul being
incited to evil’ al-nafs al-ammarah, which by long and
strict training is transformed into the nafs mutma’innah
and is then called back to its master, as Sirah al-Fajr
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(89), verses 27-28, states: ‘But ah! Thou soul at peace!
Return unto thy Lord, content in His good pleasure!’.
Seen as a soul-bird, the falcon became the subject of
stories and fables, particularly in the tales of Shihab al-
Din al-Suhrawardi’s Shaykh al-Ishraq. Of course, it is
ubiquitous in the poetry of “Attar, and some of the most
beautiful] stories about the falcon are found in Jalal al-
Din Rimi’s work. Among them is the touching story
of a precious white falcon which fell into the hands of
an old crone who did not know his worth, cut his wings
and claws, and tried to make him drink noodle soup!
When he refused to drink the soup she poured the
boiling hot soup over his head, and he remembered the
kindness of his master for whom he longed even more.
This is a nice allegory of the soul that falls into the
material world where nobody knows how precious it is
and where it has to suffer from the hands of the stupid
who try to treat it in a materialistic fashion.

The greatest admirer of the falcon as a symbol
for the true believer, however, is Muhammad Igbal
whose Persian and Urdu poetry abounds with allusions
to stories about the falcon, true symbol of the active
believer who is not content with small prey but ‘hunts
God and the angels’, that is, has the highest goal in
sight. (It may be mentioned in passing that at some
point in Pakistan there was a tradition of paintings
showing a falcon flying through the sky, and there were
even stuffed falcons as souvenirs). Rimi saw yet
another aspect of the falcon: Love, the strongest power
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in the universe, can be compared to a falcon that
suddenly grasps man and carries him to new horizons,
to the infinite world of the spirit.

There are, however, also other interpretations of
the falcon’s attitude to life and to the world. In an
anecdote related by Damiri, which was written in verse
centuries before by °‘Attar, the falcon accuses the
chicken of being ungrateful. People, he says, look after
their chickens well, feed them and care for them, and
yet they always run away from people, while he, proud
as he is, comes back to his master although he had
endured a harsh training and been sent out to hunt. The
chicken, however, replies with the simple question:
‘Have you ever been to the market where slaughtered
chickens are hanging upside down in the shops?’

This brings us to the domestic fowl which,
although certainly not a very romantic bird, sometimes
inspired writers. The cockerel has even been elevated
to being a heavenly creature. According to popular
tradition a white cockerel lives in heaven and when he
crows everyone, except human beings, knows that the
hour of resurrection has come. The role of the cockerel
as a living alarm clock is clear from his kunya Abd al-
Yaqzan, for he wakes up sleepers. For this reason he is
the enemy of lovers whose sweet sleep is interrupted by
his crowing which announces that they have to part.
Hence miniature paintings, especially in Mughal
manuscripts, show a lover who tries to shoot the
cockerel which so cruelly separates him from his
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beloved. On a more general note, the Mughal emperor
Humayun (ruled AD 1530-56/936-942 H) kept a
cockerel in the pantry of his castle to wake his servants
in time for morning prayer.

Yet, as with most animals, the cockerel also had
a negative side. He was regarded as sensual and
immoral, running after each and every hen and prone to
debauchery. Early Persian poets therefore composed
satirical verses on the immoral rooster whose destiny,
sinful as he was, seemed to be that he would soon be
killed and eaten.

Connected with rural life is the stork, laglaq or
as it is written in Persian and Turkish lak lak. For the
pious Muslim the stork is a pious bird, clad in white like
a pilgrim, who constantly repeats the attestation: al-
mulk lak al-hamd lak al-‘izz lak ‘Thine is the kingdom,
Thine is the praise, Thine is the glory’. Thus he proves
that he is a true hajji: does he not migrate every year
from his native land to Makkah? And does he not
usually dwell on minarets (in the west he often nests on
church spires). An early Persian anthologist, ‘Awfi,
mentions in his book Qasidat-i Laklak that:

The stork always brings Nawriiz good news,
The stork makes our grieved hearts happy by
this news...

For the bird usually returns some time in March to the
northern areas, that is, close to Nawruz, the vernal
equinox. This habit has inspired the saying: ‘The
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enemy flees from him as the stork flees from the
autumnal wind’. In Irbil, northern Iraq, however, folk
stories regard the stork as a sensualist: he once was a
man who asked his maid to climb up and down the
ladder without her knickers while he looked at ‘things
one is not supposed to look at’, laughing and laughing;
God transformed him into a stork whose call echoes his
mean laughter.

While the nightingale is the bird dear to the
Persian poets, the Arabic tradition makes more frequent
mention of the dove or pigeon. The wailing sounds of
the pigeon reminded early Arabic poets of their own
sorrow: the pigeon seemed to translate their lonely
weeping into its own language, and the cooing of the
pigeon in the morning was a topic dear to the poets
wherever Arabic poetry was written. Furthermore, the
ring-dove became the bird that personified steadfast
love: the black feathery ring around its neck, the tawq
al-hamamah, was a symbol of the bond of the lover’s
faithfulness and love — hence Ibn Hazm’s (d. AD
1064/456 H) fine book on chaste love has the title Tawgq
al- Hamamah ‘The Dove’s Necklace’.

From a practical point of view the pigeon was
also the messenger bird, for pigeon post was the best
way to send letters to far away places. The message was
written on very thin paper that was placed in a minute
cylindrical silver container fastened under the bird’s
wing. From this practice the Muslims derived their use
of the pigeon as the bird that would bring their message
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of longing to the beloved far away. The cooing of the
dove was interpreted by the Persians as ki ki which
means in Persian ‘Where? Where?” Where is the
beloved?

Later, Persian and Indo-Persian writers might
even compare the ash-grey pigeons that flutter around a
cypress tree to butterflies burnt to ashes by the fire of
the candle: (the expression ‘candle—cypress’ is well
known in Persian, as their slim shapes are similar).

Nor should we forget the Persian expression
kabutar-e hardam ‘the pigeon of the sanctuary in
Makkah’ as no animal may be killed or wounded in the
sacred precincts. There are many pigeons in Makkah,
and the lover thinks of his heart, flying like a bird to the
sanctuary of his beloved’s abode, to remain there just
like a pigeon dwelling happily in the Haram in Makkah.

The next bird is the duck: it is mentioned only
rarely in mystical poetry as being comparable to the
human being, or rather, vice versa. Is not man a strange
being like the duck that lives half in water, half on
earth? Thus humans are earth-bound materially but can
venture into the endless ocean of the spiritual world.

High poetry never mentions the goose, but for
the folk-poets this bird again offered a fitting
comparison. In the Indian subcontinent it is contrasted
with the noble swan, which can fetch pearls from deep
waters. The hans, a term usually translated by ‘swan’,
can also be a great, majestic goose; at least that is true
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for the Indian folk tradition where this bird plays an
important and positive role. In the Turkish tradition we
find the goose in a different form: in the 15" century the
dervish Kaygiusuz “Abdal composed a very amusing
song in which he tells of his adventures with a very
tough goose. He had bought the creature from an old
woman (which in poetry is always a symbol of ‘the
world’) and tried to cook it, but the refrain after every
verse is:

I cooked her for forty days, yet still she was not
done!

The nafs, the ‘lower soul’, cannot be overcome even in
the arba‘in, the chilla, that is, the forty days’ seclusion.

The goose is generally considered a lazy,
stubborn creature. Another bird, however, is constantly
seen as evil and the bringer of bad luck. This is the owl.
It lives in ruins, as told in Nizami’s beautiful epic
poems Haft Paykar ‘The Seven Pictures’ or ‘Beauties’.
One of his best-known stories tells of a meeting of two
owls whose children were going to be married: the
father of the bride promised a large number of ruined
houses as a dowry, provided that the present king
continued to reign, since under his reign the whole
country would soon be completely ruined. This scene —
so critical of rulers who squander the riches of the land
— has been illustrated in many manuscripts of Nizam1’s
poetry. The evil aspects of the owl are also evident
from the very title of Sadiq Hedayat’s novel Baf-i Kir
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‘The Blind Owl’ which was one of the first
internationally recognised novels in modern Iran.

The crow or raven is similarly a bird with
negative aspects. Did not a raven help Kabil (Cain)
bury his brother Abel, Siarah al-Ma’idah (5), verse 31,
thus being connected with death?

Then Allah sent a raven scratching up the
ground, to show him how to hide his brother’s
naked corpse. He said: Woe unto me! Am I not
able to be as this raven and so hide my brother’s
naked corpse? And he became repentant.

It is a bird that appears in winter-time, especially in the
northern parts of the Islamic world, from Turkey to Iran
and Central Asia. And when Arabs speak of the
crowing of the ‘raven of separation’ ghurab al-bayn the
Persian poets would be reminded by the raven’s
appearance of the death of beautiful flowers and the
advent of the long, cold winter months. Also, the crow
walks proudly around like a preacher, clad in black,
who does not like the sweet songs of summer birds and
has no interest in beauty. He does not even know how
ugly he is, for as Rumi says:

If the crow were to see its own ugliness, it

would melt as snow!

Yet, contrary to the negative description of the crow or
raven in Persian poetry, the kang in Sind is considered
to be a messenger bird, and the very big, dark grey birds
that are common in Karachi and elsewhere in the Indus
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Valley are addressed, time and again, by girls who long
for their beloveds:

Kang kornishiin kare ...
O Crow, bow down politely (before my beloved) ...

Thus sings the heroine in many Sindhi folksongs, and in
the masterpiece of Sindhi poetry, Shah ‘Abd al-Latif’s
Risalo (d. AD 1752/ 1165 H), the heroine invites the
crows to devour her body on the way to her beloved: she
would like to feed the crows if they would only bring
news from her beloved. But they must not eat her eyes,
because those eyes had seen the beloved. Such cruel
images are frequent in Sindhi literature, but the girls in
these poems would also like to wind gold threads
around the bird’s wings, provided it brings them good
news from the longed-for lover.

A bird that has, like the raven, been mentioned
in the Qur’an (though more favourably than the raven)
is the hoopoe, the hudhud, surnamed ‘father of news’
abi al-akhbar. He is the bird who was the messenger
between Sulayman and the Queen of Sheba, hence the
messenger-bird par excellence. His beautiful shape and
the crown on his head seemed to give him exceptional
rank among the birds, and his Arabic name hudhud has
even become part of German poetical tradition, as
Goethe used it in his West-Ostlicher Divan. The
hoopoe’s exceptional role becomes clear in ‘Attar’s
poem Mantiq al-Tayr ‘The Pilgrimage of the Birds’: the
hoopoe meets the assembled birds who want to find a
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ruler and it is he who leads them to the King of the
Birds, the Simurgh, telling them stories to educate
them. However, observers without interest in the
religious and mystical aspects of the hudhud would
point out that it is in fact a dirty, foul-smelling creature
that lives on worms, and haughty people who prided
themselves on their wealth and beauty with a ‘crown’
were reminded by the poets that the smelly hudhud with
his dirty habits wears a crown, while the useful and
beautiful falcon is not decorated in any way.

Another bird that has always attracted interest is
the ostrich which is ‘neither bird nor beast of burden’.
Its Persian and Turkish names point to its strange
behaviour: it is called shuturmurgh in Persian and deve
kushu in Turkish, both words meaning ‘camel bird’, for
when you ask it to fly it says ‘Don’t you see, I am a
camel’, and when you ask it to carry a load like a beast
of burden it answers: ‘No, don’t you see, I am a bird’.
Thus the ostrich became the example in later literature
of an opportunist who never really wants to do anything
useful. Of course, this camel-bird is also surrounded by
strange tales: it was known that it would devour almost
anything, and it was therefore not difficult to believe
that it also swallowed burning coals and, further, that
burning coals were in fact his only food.

Few people would call the parrot’s voice
‘sweet’, but in the Persian tradition this bird is always
called ‘sugar chewing’ because it can learn how to
speak. It is assumed that the parrot is taught to speak by
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looking into a mirror behind which a man is seated,
speaking slowly: the bird, seeing itself in the mirror
while listening to the man assumes that it is the parrot
in the mirror uttering these sounds, and it imitates it.
For the Sufis this could be understood as man’s state.
The parrot imitates his master’s voice and thus learns at
least some spiritual wisdom: it does not, however,
receive direct inspiration and only repeats what it has
heard.

The parrot is an Indian bird, and the many
stories told about it demonstrate this connection. Jalal
al-Din Rami’s story about the ‘Merchant and the
Parrot’ tells of a merchant who went to India and
promised to bring back gifts for all those who lived in
his house, including the servants and the animals. His
parrot only wanted him to tell its relatives in India about
its situation: it, the caged bird, longed for freedom and
for the company of its friends. When the merchant
relayed the news, one of the wild parrots fell from the
branch on which it had been perching and was, it
seemed, dead. The merchant hardly dared tell this sad
story to his pet parrot, but when the caged bird heard it
it too fell down dead. The merchant, saddened by the
result of his account, took it out of the cage and —lo and
behold- the parrot flew off to the nearest branch
teaching its former master that its Indian relative’s
message was ‘to die in order to live’.

Here the parrot becomes a wise teacher; being a
wise teacher is very often its role in literature. This may
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come from the Indian tradition: Sanskrit stories about a
wise parrot were widely known and were retold in
Persian by Nakhshabi (d. AD 1350/750 H) in his
Tatinamah ‘Book of the Parrot’, which was illustrated
from the 15" century onwards. In this and similar
stories the parrot appears to be rather misogynous: it
prevents its owner’s young wife from meeting her lover
in her husband’s absence, and relays the news about the
intended meeting to the husband who kills his wife. In
Indian folktales parrots are frequently put in the place of
the elderly sour teacher. Yet the parrot can also play the
role of a missionary, as we can see in an epic poem that
originated in Gujarat in the 15 or 16" century. This is
the Hujjat al-Hind, in which a pagan princess is
introduced to Islam by a wise parrot which teaches her,
among other things, the famous Sufi handbook, Najm
al-Din Daya’s Mirsad al-‘Ibad, written in the 13"
century, here the bird is less misogynous than in other
stories. The relationship of parrots to sweet speech and
to the mirror remains a constant figure of speech - so
much so, that a 16" century Persian mannerist poet
could claim that as when his rosy-cheeked beloved
looked in the mirror it became filled with roses, so
likewise any parrot that gazed into it would turn into a
nightingale.

Another bird connected with India is the
peacock. ‘He who wants a peacock must undergo the
difficulties of a journey to Hindustan’, says a proverb.
The beautiful bird is ambivalent, however, for
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according to tradition he brought Iblis to the Garden of
Eden. Iblis, having assumed the shape of a tiny snake,
had no difficulty in entering Paradise in the peacock’s
beak. Thus he played a most negative role in the early
days of the world, and yet his beauty is so
overwhelming that his feathers were often used as
bookmarks in precious copies of the Qur'an. But the
peacock appears not to be proud. Rumi has a touching
story of a peacock who was seen tearing its feathers out
because they were the reason for its being persecuted by
men. Its beauty was the reason for people’s greed and
it would rather live as a poor creature, deprived of its
ornaments, than suffer because of its outward beauty.
And Sa‘adi refuses to accept someone’s praise by
saying:

In the eyes of men my looks are beautiful

While I'm thinking of my hidden faults:
Everyone praises the peacock’s lustre and colour,
While he is ashamed of his ugly feet.

For both the peacock’s feet and its voice are proverbial
for their ugliness while its plumage is of such exquisite
beauty. I remember an old Anatolian peasant who saw
a peacock displaying its plumage in the zoo at Ankara
and could not stop exclaiming: ‘Praise be to God!
Praise be to the Creator!’, apparently imagining himself
in a dream world.

The peacock with all his ravishing beauty is a
real bird, loved in particular in India and Pakistan, but
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there is another bird that occurs only in mythology.
This is the huma, a large creature endowed with magic
qualities — whoever comes under the shadow of its
wings will become a king. Thus it became the
embodiment of spiritual and worldly power, and some
writers ascribe this wonderful quality to the fact that the
huma lives off bones alone, not hurting any living
creature and spending its days in perfect contentment —
hence it is able to acquire spiritual power.

In some ways we can compare the huma with
the Stmurgh or in the Arabic tradition with the “‘Anga’,
the mysterious long-necked bird whose name occurs
among other places in the title of one of Ibn al-‘Arabi’s
mystical treatise, ‘“Anqga’ Mughrib. In the Persian and
Persianate tradition the Simurgh’s role is very
prominent: in the national epic of Iran, Firdawsi’s (d.
AD 1020/ 411 H) Shahnamah ‘The Book of Kings’, the
Simurgh rescues the hero Zal who was thrown out by
his father. The bird took the child and brought him up
with its own fledglings. This story still shows the
similarity, or rather the equality, of the STmurgh and the
‘Anqa’, for “Anqga’ the long-necked one, is feminine, and
Simurgh, in its role as caring mother-bird, is the same.

This idea seems to have faded away to a certain
extent, however, for as far as I am aware there are no
allusions to the STmurgh’s female character in any of
the later tales. Persian legends relate that a feather of
the Simurgh fell in China and inspired artists in that
country to produce masterpieces of painting, China
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being the country of painting in Islamic lore. Together
with painting, several arts have appeared thanks to
Simurgh’s wondrous feather, and ‘Attar claims that this
is what is intended by the hadith ‘Seek knowledge even
in China’. The Simurgh’s feather is the basis of all
artistic activity. In “Attar’s work, then, the Simurgh
assumes its most important role: it serves as the symbol
for the Divine Being whom the 30 birds meet at the end
of their long, difficult journey. They, all 30 of them,
that is s1 murgh, discover their identity with the
Simurgh: individual souls discover their identity with
the Divine.

Finally, there is another winged creature, which
actually should have its place among the mammals.
That is the bat, khuffash. It usually had a bad name
among people as it seemed to be neither bird nor
mammal; it had wings and yet produced living young,
not eggs; it appeared only after sunset, apparently
shying away from the sun. Thus the poor bat turned
into a much hated, or at least feared, creature. Although
its description in the Nahj al-Balaghah is rather positive,
tales recounted by the satirical author al-Wahrani (d.
AD 1179/575 H) in one of his manamat give a most
disgusting impression of the poor creature which, as the
King of Animals allegedly orders in a fatwa, should be
killed by all means.

In most traditions the bat is a creature of
darkness, and yet some Persian writers have equated it
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with the bird which Jesus created according to Sirah
All-Imran (3), verse 49,

And will make him a messenger unto the
Children of Israel, (saying): Lo! I come unto you
with a sign from your Lord. Lo! I fashion for you
out of clay the likeness of a bird, and I breathe
into it and it is a bird, by Allah’s leave. I heal him
who was born blind, and the leper, and I raise the
dead, by Allah’s leave. And I announce unto you
what ye eat and what ye store up in your houses.
Lo! Herein verily is a portent for you, if ye are to
be believers.

Was not the bat rather a ‘likeness’ of a bird than a real
bird? This is what some Persian writers say of the bat.
Although writers dwelt on the bat’s aversion from the
sun, “Attar saw in the lowly creature a seeker for the real
sun, that is for the spiritual sun which is hidden to those
who live in bright daylight. The bat, ‘Attar thought,
seeks the sun at midnight, the illumination which is
found in the world of the spirit, and thus even the bat
becomes, in the works of some writers, a lonely seeker
for truth and illumination.

What about the quadrupeds, the beasts of burden
and the fierce lions, the swift horses and the mighty
elephants? Some of them are mentioned in Sirah al-
Takwir (81), verse 5, ‘And when the wild beasts are
herded together’. Just like the other animals they play
an important role in human life and in poetic
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interpretation. It is said that the Prophet has urged
Muslims to love cats and take good care of them. Even
though this may not be an authentic hadith it expresses
the Muslims’ love for the cat. For as Damiri says, “The
cat is a modest, tender-hearted animal’, and more than
that, it is a pure creature. The cat’s saliva does not
cause impurity, so that water from which a cat drinks
may still be used for ablution. The observation that cats
carefully bury their excrement made this animal an
example for humans who should likewise strive to
cover their evil actions and thoughts. One of the most
widespread legends from the early days of Islam tells
the story that the Prophet did not want to disturb his cat
Mu‘izza which was sleeping on the sleeve of his coat, so
instead of waking the cat when he got up for prayer he
cut off the sleeve instead. This story is found even in
European story-books about Islam — books in which the
Prophet is rarely shown in a favourable light. Likewise,
German literature knows that the Prophet used to stroke
his cat, and Goethe in his West-Ostlicher Divan wrote
of the animals that were admitted to Paradise, among
which was the kitten, for ‘It is a blessed animal that the
Prophet stroked’ (Denn immer ist’s ein heilig’ Tier, das
der Prophet gestreichelt.)

Another folk tradition about the cat’s important
role in the Prophet’s life is told by the great Sufi Jalal
al-Din Rami. One day a snake came to ask the Prophet
for some food and wound itself around his waist, intent
on biting him. At this moment Abu Hurayra passed by,
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opened his bag (which contained some of his cats) and
a brave cat jumped out, flinging itself at the Prophet and
killing the snake. Gratefully, the Prophet caressed her
forehead, hence every cat has four stripes on the
forehead which are the signs of the Prophet’s blessed
fingers — and he stroked her back, so a cat never falls on
its back since this part of his body was touched by the
Prophet.

One of the most touching cat stories in early
Arabic history relates the tale of the Sufi from Baghdad,
Abil Bakr al-Shibl1 (d. AD 945/ 334 H), who died and
was seen by one of his friends in a dream. On being
asked what God had done to him he said that he had
been granted admission to Paradise but was asked by
the Lord if he knew the reason for this blessing. Shibli
enumerated all his religious duties - fasting and praying,
performing the pilgrimage and giving alms — but none
of these acts of piety had saved him. Finally, the Lord
asked him: “Do you remember the cold day in Baghdad
when it was snowing and you were walking in your coat
when you saw a tiny kitten on a wall, shivering with
cold, and you took it and put it under your warm coat?
For the sake of this kitten We have forgiven you.”

Less well known, but well attested, is the fact
that the Moroccan Order of the Heddawa has sacred
cats which are considered as siblings to the faqirs, the
mendicants, and are treated very considerately, as René
Brunel has shown in his important study on the
Heddawa.
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More people will know the ancient stories about
‘the cat and the mouse’. This model is the story of the
war between cats and mice which was already known in
ancient Egypt and is found in almost every oriental (and
then every western) language. In the east, ‘Ubaid-e
Zakani’s 15" century poem Mush u Gurba ‘Cat and
Mouse’ is the most famous Persian example. The story
of the cunning cat which deceived the mice, and the
brave mice which gathered to defend themselves is
widely known — and sometimes the mice are victorious!
Yet the relationship between the two animals has
become proverbial, and the cat which enticed the weak
mice is often described in literature as a sly hypocrite.
As the Punjabi proverb puts it: ‘After the cat had eaten
seven mice she went for hajj’, or ‘She went for hajj
while the mouse’s tail was still hanging out of her
mouth’.

But we should not forget the story of the man
with a cat who came to a country where mice were
plentiful and cats had never been seen. By selling his
cat to the ruler the man became rich and the country was
freed from the mice; this story is also known in
England.

Although the cat is not mentioned in the Qur’an
and, despite this, it is an animal much loved animal by
Muslims, the opposite holds for the dog. Sirah al-Kahf
(18), verse 18 mentions the faithful dog of the Seven
Sleepers which stretched its paws on the threshold.
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And thou wouldst have deemed them waking
though they were asleep, and We caused them to
turn over to the right and the left, and their dog
stretching out his paws on the threshold. If thou
hadst observed them closely thou hadst assuredly
turned away from them in flight, and hadst been
filled with awe of them.

This dog found its way into Goethe’s Divan as well:

Das Hiindlein, das den Siebenschlaf so treulich
mitgeschlafen ...

The little dog that faithfully participated in the sleep of
the Ashab al-kahf belongs to those animals that are
admitted to Paradise. Folk tradition calls this dog
Qitmir, and in Central Asia it was customary to write
this name on letters or parcels of special value, as
though the dog would protect them.

Yet according to the Shari‘ah dogs are unclean,
and everything touched by their saliva becomes
unclean. They had to stay outside the house, and to this
day, one finds in Muslim countries that guests can be
horrified if they find a dog in their host’s house. After
all, angels do not enter a house where there is a black
dog or a picture!

Although the dog is despised for being ritually
unclean, for the Sufis it became a model — it is the most
faithful animal, never leaving its master. Sufi stories,
especially the works of “Attar, abound with tales of a
dog turning into a teacher for someone plagued by
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pride: the lowly creature taught him the virtues of
perseverance, humility and fidelity - spending nights
awake guarding its owner’s home. This topic permeates
literature from early times onwards, and as early as the
9" century Muhammad ibn Khalaf al-Marzuban (d. AD
921/309 H) composed his treatise that ‘dogs are better
than many of those who wear dresses’. This love of
dogs, which is particularly prevalent in Persian
literature, may stem from the ancient Persians’ love of
the dog, for in Zoroastrianism dogs were among the
sacred animals, and it may be that an undercurrent of
this ancient idea reached the Muslim writers of Iran.

The attachment of the dog to his master made
the animal a favourite model for the lover who does
everything the beloved wants: thus dogs are part and
parcel of Persian love lyrics. The Divan of “Abd al-
Rahman Jami of Herat (d. AD 1495/900 H) ‘contains
more than 300 dogs’ — that is, mentions the dog-like
faithful lover, as was discerned by an admirer of both
Jam1’s poetry and of dogs in general.

The fidelity of the lowly dog is also expressed in
names like Sag-i “Al1 “Al1’s dog’ among the Shi‘a, not
forgetting the expression sag-i Layla ‘Layla’s dog’ for a
person one does not really like but has to bear the
company of because he is a friend or relative of one’s
beloved. There is a story that Majniin was seen kissing
a dog’s paw and when asked the reason for this
seemingly meaningless act answered ‘This dog has
been down Layla’s street’.
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Thus even the poorest creature can attain a high
rank, and as despised as the dog may be, he should not
be treated badly. One of the most famous stories among
the pious tells of a woman of very bad reputation. The
Prophet saw her when she met a thirsty dog in the desert
that was trying in vain to reach a nearby well. She took
off her scarf and her shoes, made a bucket out of them
and fetched some water in the shoe to give it to the
panting dog. It is said that this woman was later seen by
the Prophet among the people in Paradise: her kind act
to a thirsty animal had saved her.

What about the mouse, already mentioned in
connection with the cat? She is greedy and for the Sufis
a symbol of the nafs, the lower soul. She usually
appears in stories as the embodiment of people who are
fond of hoarding their wealth, or sons who dream of
their stingy fathers being transformed into mice after
their death. The mouse, as a nafs animal, can symbolise
the earth-bound, materialistic aspects of man, as in the
amusing story told by Rumi. A mouse fell in love with
a frog and finally persuaded him to tie a thread to his leg
and bind it to her foot so that they might be inseparable.
But alas, a bustard caught the mouse and the frog, being
tied to her, perished with her: thus the spirit will perish
when it depends on the body or on the lowly instincts.
But what about the most famous animal in the Arab
world, the noble horse? The exaggerated love of horses
was frowned upon in Sirah Sad (38), verse 31, where it
is said that Sulayman, busy with his noble steed,
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neglected his prayers and then, full of remorse, slew the
animal, ‘when there were shown to him at eventide
light-footed coursers’. A hadith, on the other hand,
urges the believer to look after his horse well.

The horse was created from the swift southern
wind, so legends say, and it would take book after book
to enumerate the glowing descriptions of horses in
Arabic poetry — descriptions that are difficult to
translate for a modern westerner who does not
appreciate the fine differences of colour and shape that
were commonplace in traditional Arabic poetry.

There is however one tradition — mainly in
Persian and Persianate literature — that deserves our
attention. This is the description of or allusion to the
weak or restive horse, which becomes in Sufi tradition
another symbol of the nafs, the lower soul. Medieval
Persian poets sometimes complained that the prince or
sultan gave them shabby old horses, and they would
most wittily describe such strange creatures which they
claimed must have been the mount of Adam, stayed in
the Pharoah’s stable, served the ancient kings of Iran
and the whole family of the present dynasty. But much
more important are the repeated allusions to the restive
horse. Persian miniature paintings sometimes show an
extremely lean, starved horse and groom, and the poets
might describe a process in which a restive horse could
be educated by hunger and hard work — in the same way
the soul incited to evil can be turned into the ‘soul at
peace’, the nafs mutma’innah. By hard training and an
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ascetic life, by hunger and sleep deprivation, the horse’s
soul can be ‘broken’ and it can be turned into a
wonderful swift steed that will bring the seeker as fast
as possible into the presence of the beloved. It is worth
mentioning that even the Aga Khan Muhammad Shah
III issued a firman in 1899 in which he compared the
soul with a horse that ought to be trained in order to
bring its rider to the hoped-for goal.

The horse is glorified in its spiritual form, that
is, as Buraq, the winged creature that carried the
Prophet into the presence of God. It is amazing to see
the immense role Buraq plays in poetry and folk art.
This wondrous creature is depicted with a woman’s face
and wings and adorned with all kinds of jewels, and he
who has seen the paintings of Buraq on the back of
Pakistani trucks will have the feeling that the painters
used their limitless imagination to adorn this mysterious
creature with everything that was precious and
beautiful. Buraq is used as a talisman and appears in
West Africa as well as in India and Indonesia, as though
the artists see in it a wonderful spiritual being blessed
with carrying the Prophet towards heaven which might
perhaps help them too to approach the realm of the
spirit or the abode of felicity.

As fortunate as the horse and the wondrous
Buraq are, their relative, the donkey, is one of the most
despised creatures, despite his patience. Is not his voice
the ugliest voice, as is asserted in the Qur'an (Sdrah
Lugman (31), verse 19), ‘Be modest in thy bearing and
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subdue thy voice. Lo! the harshest of all voices is the
voice of an ass’? And the poor creature does not know
what he is doing — there are many people who are stupid
and do not know what they are doing. ‘The likeness of
those who are entrusted with the Law of Moses, yet
apply it not, is as the likeness of the ass carrying books’
(Surah al-Jumu‘ah (62), verse 5). The stupid who do
not listen to admonition are like the startled donkey
fleeing from a lion: as Sirah al-Muddaththir (74) verse
50-51 says, they do not understand what is going on ‘as
they were frightened asses fleeing from a lion?’.
Similarly, in Europe the donkey has become a model of
stupidity and ‘to have eaten donkey’s brains’ means to
be utterly stupid. In this connection one allusion to
donkeys is quite important: the connection between
Jesus and the donkey. Since Jesus entered Jerusalem on
a donkey it was easy to see them as typical
representatives of spirit and body: the contrast between
Jesus, the spiritual being, and the stupid, matter-bound
donkey was one of the favourite topics of Persian poets,
who sometimes went rather far when expressing the
truth that a completely materialistic person can never
reach spiritual heights. As RumT says:

He who kisses the ass’s ass is far from the cradle
of Jesus!

It is impossible to mention even a fraction of the
accounts of the role of the horse in Arabic poetry, and
the same is true for the camel, an animal that plays an
important role in Arab society not only in reality but
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also in the Qur'an. ‘Will they not regard the camels,
how they are created?’ asks the Qur'an (Sirah al-
Ghashiyah (88), verse 17), and the she-camel of the
prophet Salih is mentioned several times in the Qur’an.
These verses inspired impressive pictures in later
Islamic art.

And to (the tribe of) Thamiad (We sent) their
brother Salih. He said: O my people! Serve
Allah. Ye have no other God save Him. A
wonder from your Lord hath come unto you. Lo!
this is the camel of Allah, a token unto you; so let
her feed in Allah’s earth, and touch her not with
hurt lest painful torment seize you. (Sirah al-
ATaf (7), verse 73).

O my people! This is the camel of Allah, a token
unto you, so suffer her in feed in Allah’s earth,
and touch her not with harm lest a near torment
seize you. (Sidrah Hid (11), verse 64).

Camels were the precious possession of the Bedouin,
and thus the Bedouin who asked the Prophet: ‘Oh
Messenger of God, will there be camels in Paradise?’
was consoled by the Prophet who told him that
everything one longs for would be there. But the
Prophet not only consoled the worried Bedouin but also
advised one of his countrymen who asked about trust in
God: ‘First tie up your camel and then trust in God’.
One has to be careful even though one knows that
everything is in God’s hands. Camels, with all their
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good qualities of burden-bearing and untiring walking
have one peculiarity that is little known outside the
Arabian tradition: they love music and can be spurred to
incredible speed when the hadi, the camel driver, has a
beautiful voice. Abu Nasr al-Sarraj (d. AD 980/370 H)
tells of a Bedouin whose 99 camels all collapsed after
they had reached home with heavy loads, because the
driver’s song had spurred them to such an extent that
they reached their destination in half the usual time.

In Persian poetry lovers can be compared to
camels which carry their burdens happily and hurry
when the driver sings or plays the flute; they are camels,
following the lead of the beloved in a dancing rhythm.
As usual, Jalal al-Din Rimi was most inventive in his
use of camel imagery: just as the tall camel is visible
even at the top of the minaret, so the lover is
conspicuous and cannot hide his love, and Rami sees
love itself as a proud camel which does not fit into a
chicken den. The body is the chicken den and the big
camel destroys everything once it enters this small
place.

Folk tradition tells of competition between the
camel and the cow, both of which boast of having
served God and the prophets from very early times. The
cow mentioned in the Qur'an as giving ‘pure milk’
(Sarah al-Nahl (16), verse 66):

And lo! in the cattle there is a lesson for you. We
give you to drink of that which is in their bellies,
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from betwixt the refuse and the blood pure milk
palatable to the drinkers.

It also occupies a special place as Sirah al-Baqarah (2),
the Surah of the Cow is named after it. The Indo-
Muslim historian Badauni, who relates events at
Emperor Akbar’s court, tells us that at one of the
meetings which Akbar arranged between Muslim
scholars and Hindus, one of the Hindu officers
remarked that God must have loved cows very much as
He even called the longest chapter of the Holy Writ
after them — a remark that caused much amusement
among the Muslim scholars. And the Hindu was happy
in his opinion that the cow, sacred to him, was also very
blessed in the Qur’an.

Apart from this, the cow occurs rather rarely in
literature, although she is mentioned favourably as the
producer of milk and butter. But let us not forget
Rum1’s wise remark about education:

You beat the cow when she refuses to carry the
yoke,

But do not beat her because she does not sprout
wings.

Nobody can be forced to do things of which he is
innately incapable. And to use the cow as a beast to be
ridden was equally wrong, as an old Sufi tale relates.
When a person was riding a cow the beast was heard
sighing ‘I was not created for this’.
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The sheep, also sometimes mentioned as a
producer of milk, is mainly the archetypal sacrificial
animal, the soft-hearted creature from whose wool
people can make carpets and other useful things, while
its meat is preferred for sacrifice.

On the other hand, the goat too can give some
milk, but it excels mainly on account of its looks. The
billy goat’s beard is often a point of comparison. As
Rumz1 says, tongue in cheek:

A man is not qualified to become a judge by
sporting a long

beard — otherwise the billy goat would be a first-
class jurist!

Among domestic animals — domestic at least in the non-
Muslim areas but kept well away in Muslim lands — is
the pig, about which it is said that on Doomsday sinners
will be transformed into pigs. ‘Attar took up this saying
to show how a disciple who left his master and indulged
in all kinds of worldly vices was seen transformed into
a pig that was following its former master in the street.

All domestic animals, however, are more or less
threatened by wild animals. There is the jackal, hero of
the old tales of Kalilah wa Dimnah, the two cunning
jackals whose stories spread throughout the world.
They often appear as foxes, and many stories are taken
from one tradition into another. Perhaps the most
famous story is that of the jackal or fox who coveted
power and went to a dyer to become another colour. As
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he emerged from the dyer’s vat he was a radiant blue
and presented himself to the other jackals (or foxes) as
a wondrous ruler whom everyone had to obey. But the
animals soon discovered his lies and threw him out.
The Sindhi version of this fable tells how he climbed
onto some branches of a thorny tree close to a watering
place and requested each animal to pay him homage
before it drank. While all the other animals sang his
praises an aged goat refused and told the truth about
him, so that, deeply disappointed, he gave up his
pretensions.

Another dangerous animal, this time sanctioned
by the Qur’an, is the wolf that was supposed to have
devoured Yusuf but was in reality innocent,

Saying: O our father! We went racing one with
another, and left Joseph by our things, and the
wolf devoured him, and thou believest not our
saying even when we speak the truth. (Sirah
Yiusuf, (12), verse 17).

Although in this Siirah the brothers of Yusuf appear to
be more cruel than the wolf, the animal always
remained the embodiment of cruelty, and furthermore
the wolf can never be trained. Ethical literature
contains many stories about the wolf’s behaviour. As a
Persian verse exclaims in agreement with numerous
others:

You grew up in our house and yet you ate our
lamb -
Who told you that your father was a wolf?
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But even the wolf acknowledged the message of
the Prophet, as is seen in early legends in books such as
the Dala’il al-Nubuwwabh.

Of course the most powerful enemy is the lion,
the king of beasts, for which traditionally there are a
hundred different names. Everyone knows al-
Mutanabbi1’s line:

And when the lion shows his teeth
Do not think that the lion smiles!

Yet those who fear God need not fear lions, as becomes
clear from many lovely stories. Tame lions would live
close to the homes of the friends of God who were even
able to ride on them, and there is a beautiful story that a
lion approached a pious Sufi and showed him that she
had a thorn in her paw. The Sufi removed the thorn and
the grateful lion returned later with her cubs to bring her
human friend something to eat. Rum1 sees love as a
black lion which injures or carries away the lover, and
the radiant beauty and strength of a lion is compared to
the radiance of true faith: the animal, apparently too
dangerous and difficult to approach, becomes soft and
loving once a true believer approaches him. The
importance of lions as models of strength becomes clear
from the use of their names for men and, as we
mentioned earlier, ‘Al ibn Abi Talib has a number of
surnames that describe him as ‘God’s lion’. That is why
Muslim and particularly Shi'ite artists like to write
invocations to ‘All in the shape of a lion: many such
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calligraphic lions contain the Shi‘a invocation Nadi
‘Aliyyan muzhir al-‘aja’ib - ‘Call “Ali, who manifests
wondrous things’. But there are also anecdotes in
which lions appear, such as this example from North
Africa. A conceited Sufi shaykh rode on his lion to visit
another shaykh somewhere in the Atlas Mountains.
When he arrived he was asked to tether his lion in the
cow’s stable. He was dismayed, and became even more
dismayed and upset when he found that his host was
having a good time in the company of pretty girls and
singers. He doubted the spiritual rank of the master,
and when he left the house the next moming he found
that the cow had eaten his lion.

Very frequently the lion is shown - as in reality
— to be the enemy of the gazelle. The shy, swift animal
has always represented the beloved woman, elegant and
large-eyed, as we can see from the names Arabs gave
their daughters. The gazelle could also represent the
spiritual creature that grazes in meadows filled with
fragrant flowers and does not mix with ordinary
animals. Rami1 describes the suffering of a tender
gazelle who was captured and put in a donkey’s stable
where she was disliked for her elegant looks and her
inability to eat the coarse fodder: the donkeys ridiculed
her and spoke indecently. Again, this is representative
of the soul, imprisoned among materialistic people who
are ignorant of the world beyond this one. Among the
numerous legends about this animal is the lovely story
of the Prophet rescuing a gazelle. As he was out
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walking the Prophet saw that a gazelle had fallen into a
trap. He talked to her, and she told him that her two
kids were waiting for her to feed them, but how could
she reach them? The Prophet helped her out of the trap
and promised to wait in her place until she had
performed her motherly duties. While he was standing
there the hunter arrived, deeply disappointed to see that
his prey had gone and that a man (he did not know it
was the Prophet) had taken her place. Then the gazelle
came back, accompanied by her kids, and the hunter,
touched by this sight, repented and not only let the
gazelle go but embraced Islam. This story was so much
loved that in the Sindhi language alone there are
thirteen long poems dealing with this topic.

Let us not forget another remarkable story, this
time of the gazelle’s relative, the Central Asian musk
deer. One came to Adam once to console him after his
fall from Paradise, and he stroked it lovingly, which
caused the beautiful fragrance of musk to develop. The
other deer wondered what had happened to their
relative, and after learning how it had acquired this fine
fragrance they too went to visit Adam, but to no avail.
They were told that the first deer came out of love and
affection but they had only imitated it; imitation does
not bear fruit.

The last major animal in the ‘spiritual zoo’ is the
elephant, mentioned in Sirah al-Fil (105). Historically,
the elephant was well known in the Middle East; for it
was, for instance, used in war in Persian lands, such as
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in the siege of Makkah by Abraham in the Year of the
Elephant. It therefore appears in the first place as
extremely dangerous, a dark monster which can destroy
everything. Persian poets would compare rising dark
clouds to elephants. It seems that elephants were
brought from time to time to Muslim lands (probably
more from Africa than from India), and it is well known
from European history that the Abbasid caliph Hariin
al-Rashid (ruled AD 786-809/170-193 H) sent an
elephant to the German Emperor Charlemagne in Aix-
les-Bains (Aachen) the German chronicle reveals that
the elephant’s name was Ja'far.

Elephants were also brought from India, and it
was an Indian beast that was the subject of one of the
most famous stories in Islamic literature — that of blind
people and the elephant. It is originally an Indian story
that was adopted by the Persian poet Sana’i in his
Hadiqgat al-Haqiqat, from which it was taken by Rumi
and incorporated into his Mathnawi. It has been quoted
in oriental sources ever since and became known in
Europe as well, so much so that a statue of an elephant
with blind people is found in a park in Bonn! The story
tells of blind people who wanted to know what an
elephant looked like, but as they could not see him they
touched him. Nobody of course could touch the whole
elephant, and thus everyone described the part his hand
had touched: he is like a rock when you touch his body;
like a fan when you touch his ears; like a hose when you
touch his trunk; like a pillar when you touch his leg, and
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so on, but nobody could imagine what the complete
animal looked like. This is a perfect example of man’s
incapacity to understand God’s nature fully: each of us
can speak only of the fragment that our spiritual hands
have touched, and so everyone’s ideas about God are
different as we strive to comprehend him.

There is yet another aspect to the elephant.
Elephants were often important in other countries as
beasts of burden and Persian poets invented a beautiful
image, ‘the elephant’s dream’. The elephant dreams of
his native country, India, remembering his home, his
family and his friends, and in a wild frenzy he shakes
off his fetters and runs to India to be reunited with those
whom he loves. Rudyard Kipling has expressed this
story in a beautiful poem ‘The Elephant’s Dream’.
When the Persian saying ‘the elephant dreamt of
Hindustan’ is used it means that someone is suddenly
reminded of his lost home, of forgotten happiness. The
expression seems to appear in Persian around the year
AD 1100/493 H and remained very popular during in
subsequent centuries. Again we see the allusion to the
transcendent homeland of the soul which is so easily
forgotten in the materialistic world, just as the falcon
may forget his master and the peacock his native
garden. The elephant is one of the beautiful
representatives of the soul that wake up from heedless
sleep to return to its eternal home.

According to oriental lore the elephant can be
injured and even killed by the rhinoceros and the
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unicorn. Persian stone reliefs and ceramics from the
12" and 13" centuries show unicorns carrying elephants
on their horns, and Riimi, writing contemporaneously
with these works of art, compares love to a unicorn that
carries away even the strongest elephant. The unicorn,
as it appears in the Christian tradition, has inspired, as
far as I know, only one important Arabic poem
‘Questions to be Put to the Unicorn’ by Tawfiq Sa’igh.

Animals form an important part of Islamic
tradition: they are mentioned in the Qur'an far more
frequently than they are in the Bible, and all of them can
serve as symbols for a spiritual truth and as warnings or
admonitions for those who understand. We learn from
the stories told about them in the course of history that,
as is also known from the Old Testament, at the end the
lion and the lamb will lie down together and there will
be no enmity between them.

According to pious legend some animals follow
the prescriptions of the Shari‘ah: there are moving
legends of ants or birds keeping the fast in Ramadan or
on ‘Ashiira’ day, and it is said that the animals greet
each other with the word salam on Fridays.

It seems useful to remember this role of the
animals at a time when we sometimes forget our human
role. We may go back to the tales of the animals, of
their love and their courage and take some inspiration
from the way the scholars and poets of yore used animal
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tales to point out that everyone is under the loving care
of the Creator. As is stated in Sirah Hiid (11), verse 6:

No creature is there crawling on the earth but its
provision rests with God. He knows its lodging
place and its repository. Allis in a manifest book.
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