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Abstract. This article examines the interpretative framework developed by Reynold A. Nicholson in his
study of Jalaluddin Rumi’s Mathnawi, with particular attention to its internal coherence and symbolic
discourse. By integrating philological, hermeneutic, and comparative literary approaches, Nicholson
establishes the Mathnawi as a coherent poetic-philosophical system rather than a loosely structured
collection of narratives. The study argues that his methodology preserves the semantic and symbolic
complexity of the text while providing a framework for understanding its multi-layered narrative structure.
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The study of Reynold A. Nicholson occupies a central place in the development
of modern Rumi scholarship, particularly in relation to the interpretation of
Jalaluddin Rumi’s Mathnawi. In the early twentieth century, when European
Oriental studies had not yet fully developed a consistent philological and
methodological framework, Nicholson’s contribution may be regarded as a decisive
turning point. His work not only introduced the Mathnawi into Western academic
discourse but also established a model for its rigorous textual and interpretative
analysis.

This article aims to analyze Nicholson’s interpretation of the Mathnawi,
focusing on its internal coherence and symbolic discourse. The present paper
develops and reinterprets findings from the author’s earlier research on Rumi’s
Mathnawi. In doing so, it seeks to demonstrate that what appears as structural
fragmentation may, in fact, reflect a deeper spiritual and poetic logic. Nicholson’s
methodological position is shaped by his philological training and his commitment
to textual accuracy. Unlike earlier translators who often relied on paraphrase or
interpretative freedom, he adopts a principle of literal translation combined with
extensive commentary. This distinction between translation and interpretation
appears to be crucial, as it allows the semantic and symbolic complexity of the
original Persian text to remain intact. Nicholson’s approach suggests that any
attempt to simplify the Mathnawi risks reducing its epistemological depth and
distorting its philosophical structure.

One of the most significant aspects of Nicholson’s interpretation lies in his re-
evaluation of the Mathnawi’s structure. While earlier scholars, notably Edward G.
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Browne, described the work as lacking compositional unity, Nicholson offers a more
nuanced perspective. He acknowledges the apparent irregularity of the text but
argues that this irregularity conceals an inner coherence governed by what might be
described as a “spiritual logic.” In this sense, the Mathnawi does not follow a linear
narrative pattern; rather, it develops through associative connections, thematic
recurrence, and symbolic resonance.

This structural principle becomes particularly evident in Rumi’s use of the
“story within a story” technique. The narrative of “The King and the Handmaiden,”
for instance, illustrates how an apparently simple story functions as a multi-layered
allegory. At the surface level, it presents a love story, at a deeper level, it reflects
the relationship between the human soul and the Divine. Nicholson emphasizes that
the outer narrative conceals an inner meaning, requiring the reader to move beyond
literal interpretation. A similar interpretative dynamic is evident in the episode of
the “Tree of Knowledge.” In this narrative, a royal envoy searches for a miraculous
tree believed to grant eternal life. However, a wise Shaykh reveals that the object of
the search 1s not material but symbolic:

“O simple man, this is the Tree of Knowledge in the sag... Thou hast gone after
the form and hast gone astray... Sometimes it is called “tree”, sometimes “sun”
sometimes ‘“sea’”’, sometimes “cloud”...”

At the literal level, the envoy’s journey appears physical, yet at the symbolic
level it represents the human quest for knowledge and truth. Nicholson interprets
this episode as a critique of formalism: the seeker fails because he pursues external
form rather than inner meaning. The multiplicity of names points to a single
underlying reality, thus illustrating the distinction between form (surat) and essence
(ma‘no). Nicholson further emphasizes that the symbolic system of the Mathnawi
cannot be fully understood without reference to Qur’anic and Hadith traditions. For
example, the Qur’anic statement that every soul shall taste death is reinterpreted as
a metaphor for spiritual transformation. In this context, death signifies transition
rather than termination. Rumi’s dictum “Die before you die” expresses this idea as
a mystical imperative, highlighting the necessity of inner transformation. Another
important aspect of Nicholson’s interpretation concerns the polyphonic nature of the
Mathnawi. The text incorporates multiple voices — kings, prophets, lovers, and
seekers — which do not function as independent narrative agents but as symbolic
expressions of a unified spiritual reality. This multiplicity contributes to a dialogic
structure in which meaning emerges through interaction rather than through a single
authoritative perspective.

From a comparative literary perspective, Nicholson situates the Mathnawi
within the broader context of world literature. He draws parallels with major works
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such as the Iliad, the Odyssey, and Dante’s Divine Comedy. However, these
comparisons are not based on formal similarity but on thematic scope. While
classical epics emphasize external action, the Mathnawi may be described as an
“inner epic,” focusing on spiritual transformation. Nicholson’s critique of earlier
translations further clarifies his methodological position. He acknowledges the
contributions of translators such as Georg Rosen and E. H. Whinfield but points out
the limitations of paraphrastic approaches. In his view, the apparent simplicity of
Persian language can be misleading, and without philological precision, deeper
layers of meaning remain inaccessible.

Ultimately, Nicholson’s interpretation reveals that the Mathnawi should be
understood not as a loosely connected collection of stories but as a complex literary
and philosophical system. Its internal coherence emerges through symbolic
consistency, thematic recurrence, and spiritual progression. The text’s openness
allows for multiple interpretations while maintaining a unified conceptual core.
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