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INTRODUCTION

«Know all humankind: Amity with the world 
is the great blessing, Enmity the greatest cur-
se».

Alisher Nava’i
The Great Silk Road is known for its poets. One 

of the most important of these is Alisher Nava’i. His 
numerous writings, endowments, and his life examp-
le have had lasting influence. Today, in the modern 
country of Uzbekistan, he is revered above all other 
poets. The name of Alisher Nava’i is visible throu-
ghout the country. Major streets, theatres, museums, 
parks, and even a province and city are namedafter 
him. His proverbs are on the tongues of Uzbeks, 
Turkmen and Tajiks. He is considered the father of 
the Uzbek language and one of the greatest poets of 
Central Asia. He wrote for peace and he spoke aga-
inst oppression.

Nava’i lived from 1441 to 1501 in Herat, Afgha-
nistan. As a child, his skill for poetry was recognized 
and his father made sure he received the proper tra-
ining. When his foster brother Husain Baykara be-
came the Emir, Nava’i naturally became the second 
most powerful person. He was a wise statesman, who 
advised- Baykara on many matters. Once when Bay-
kara’s son’s rebelled as a prince of nearby Balkh, Na-
va’i paid a personal visit to persuade him otherwise. 
Nava’i was a good steward of his high position and 
helped establish many needed institutions. «Nawai 
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(Nava’i) is reputed to have founded, restored and en-
dowed no fewer than 370 mosques, schools, libraries, 
hospitals and other pious and charitable institutions 
in Khurasan alone.»1

Nava’i’s greatest contribution, however, comes in 
the realm of the arts. Under his guidance and patro-
nage of art and culture Herat blossomed to one of its 
finest periods. Nava’i himself wrote over 10,000 lines 
of poetry, including at least six epic poems. While he 
was still alive, his contemporaries considered him to 
be the best Eastern Turkish writer ever. This claim 
is still true today. «The impact of Nawai’s works on 
all Turkic peoples and languages cannot be overesti-
mated. He exerted a profound influence not only on 
later Central Asian authors who wrote in Chagatai up 
till the beginning of the 20th century, but also on the 
development of Azeri,Turkmen, Uyghur, Tatar and 
Ottoman Turkish literatures.»2

The life and works of Nava’i are also relevant for 
today’s politically and spiritually rigid world. He was 
a Sufi who blurred the lines of what was right and 
wrong. Sometimes his writings imitated other popular 
works but with his own twist. Written around 1499, 
«The Language of the Birds» («Lison-utTayr») is one 
such writing. It is blued on Faridud-din Attar’s twel-
fth century «The Conference of the Birds» which Na-
va’i read and adored as a child. Nava’i is a masterful 
adapter who worked at inspiring his fellow Turkish 
people.

«The Language of the Birds» is a story about 
the hard journey to Sufi enlightenment. In it we are 
shown that a guide is very important for the road. 
This is the role the Shaikhs play in Sufism. Anyone 

1 Devereux. Robert.    Muslim World 54 1964, p 270–287.
2 Subtelny, M.E.   Islamic Encyclopedia
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serious about finding enlightenment must have a dis-
ciple that will point him the way. The actual steps, 
however, the disciples must take themselves. In the 
book the wise bird Hoopoe become the birds’ Shaikh. 
As he Unions to each bird’s excuse he admonishes 
each one with the exact anecdotes that they need to 
hear. These stories that Hoopoe uses so capably of-
ten come from the oral history of the Silk Road and 
Islam. Suffering and difficulty are the norm, while 
easy and relaxed lives are shown as superficial. When 
these birds do make it all the way to God, everyone 
including the reader is surprised at what they find.

Our preliminary translation and publication of 
«The Language of the Birds» is Alisher Nava’i’s pre-
miere for the English world. It is our hope that a 
Nava’i series will follow and that the Western wor-
ld’s understanding of Central Asia and interest in 
this beautiful land will grow. Central Asia is about 
culture and history, warm hospitality and poetsliving 
and writing thoughtfully about peace, tolerance and 
acceptance of others. We also hope that this book 
will advance your spiritual pilgrimage to God and his 
flower garden of truth.

Gary Dyck and NasirKambarov
Tashkent, Uzbekistan
September 2003
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PREFACE

A Note on the Translation and Important Li-
terary Terms

My co-translator Nasir Kambarov began the trans-
lation of this book. He did the first draft and then I 
did my own draft using his as a point of reference. 
When the terms or meanings were unclear I ran 
them by Nasir, other Uzbek experts, and sometimes 
checked the original Chagatai (old Uzbek). The text 
that we used was Sharafiddin Sharipov’s 1991 prose 
translation, which was part of the Uzbek Literature’s 
Flower Garden series. We have included most of his 
annotation. However, we did not include the prelude 
and epilogue, as it is quite separate from the original 
story. For those wanting to compare with the Uzbek 
version the story begins in chapter fourteen. Please 
email me if you would like to obtain this book.

Generally, proper nouns were transliterated based 
on the new Latin Uzbek alphabet. Com monly known 
proper nouns were translated into their English equ-
ivalents. For example, Yusef of the Old Testament 
was translated as Joseph. Also, when it was judged 
that Nava’i himself was speaking into the story doub-
le quotation marks were used («). Sometimes, howe-
ver, Nava’i does speak through Hoopoe the wise bird, 
and as with the original, the speaker is not always 
marked in our text.

The Turkish and Persian writings of the Middle 
Ages obtained a high quality of flowery descriptions, 
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metaphors, and paradoxes. The following sentence 
from «The Language of the Birds» is a wonderful 
example of the Turkish and Persian style:

His home is so beautiful that my tongue’s pen-
cil is insufficient to edit the few thoughts that I do 
manage to speak correctly. All right, since the bird’s 
dream of what they have heard, let me say one or 
two words about the shah’s characteristics. If I desc-
ribe one thousandth of them, then evidently I was 
able to describe him from one till only a thousand, 
(emphasis mine)3

The first sentence is obviously a contradiction as 
rationally there is no need to edit something if it is 
done correctly, however, there is beauty for the mind 
that can see beyond what makes sense. Also, the use 
metaphors such as, the tongue as apencil,  is very 
typical when it comes to describing people, The next 
two sentences are a play with numbers in a rounda-
bout fashion; this is also typical of the highly educa-
ted poets of the time, Nava’i writes that a descripti-
on of 1/1000th of the shah’s characteristics equals 
1000; mathematically this means that the shah has 
one million characteristics in total It is our hope that 
the reader will be able to savor the style and forms of 
this foreign book.

While translating this book we made some chan-
ges in the English for the story to make sense to 
the average reader; we have sought to make this 
middle Ages story come alive in the English lan-
guage in its own unique way. The, native English 
person with some interest in Central Asian litera-
ture was our target culture. However, the foreig-
nism of this ancient text is still there to make the 
reader think in new ways. «We need the ancients 
precisely to the degree they are dissimilar to us, 

3 Capter IV
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and translation should emphasize their erotic, dis-
tant character, making it intelligible as such».4

We need unaccustomed foreign literature to make 
us think in fresh ways. For that, I (Gary) am also 
thankful to have been able to live inUzbekistan the 
last three years, living in the context of where this 
story was written and conversing with my Uzbek col-
league Nasir has helped me to translate the ‘foreign-
ness’ of Central Asian life.

There are many ways of translating, and many 
ways that Nava’i’s meanings can be translated. For 
every what that we have translated, we have our 
why. We hope that any changes that we have Made 
are improvements that will help Nava’i’s thoughts 
connect with today’s English reader. For my (Gary) 
translation values see Lawrence Venuti’s «The Scan-
dals of Translation.» For any comments or questions 
concerning «The Language of the Birds» I may be re-
ached at: silkroad l212@yahoo.com

Gary Dyck and Nasir Kambarov
Tashkent, Uzbekistan
September 2003

Let me learn by paradox
that the way down is the way up,
that to be low is to be high,
that the broken heart is the healed heart,
that the contrite spirit is the rejoicing spirit,
that the repenting soul is the victorious soul, 
that to have nothing is to possess all,
that to bear the cross is to wear the crown, 

4 Jose Ortega Y Gasset, «The Misery and the Splendor of Transla-
tion» in Lawrence Venuti, ed. The Translation Studies Reader, London, 
Routledge, 2000.p.62.
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