Mol puilais uos>

10lh International Conference on
Studies of Language and Literature of Nations

= wwwiicll.benfir g

-

Translating Rumi's Cultural Terms: A Case Study Of Coleman
Barks' Translations

Fatemeh Yosefinezhad"" - Dr.Mehrnoosh Taherkhani?
! Kar Higher Education Institute of Qazvin

ABSTRACT

This study explores the challenges and strategies in translating culture-specific items (CSIs) in the English
translations of Rumi’s (Jalal ad-Din Muhammad Balkhi) poetry by Coleman Barks. Given the significance of
accurately conveying cultural concepts for the understanding and appreciation of literary works, this research
examines how the translator approaches preserving authenticity and conveying the implied meanings of these
terms to English-speaking audiences. Utilizing Peter Newmark’s theoretical framework and analyzing
examples from Barks’ translations, the study assesses the success of transmitting cultural concepts and their
impact on the overall comprehension of Rumi’s poetry. The selected examples were classified into six cultural
categories: socio-cultural, material culture, ecological, religious and traditional, gestures and customs, and
miscellaneous expressions. Applying Peter Newmark'’s translation frameworks, the analysis demonstrated that
functional equivalence is the predominant strategy in Coleman Barks’ English translations of Rumi’s poetry.

The differences between the source language (Persian) and the target language (English), along with their
cultural variations, pose challenges in the precise and nuanced translation of cultural terms. The primary
objectives of this research are to evaluate how different translation approaches affect English-speaking
readers’ understanding of the mystical and spiritual themes in Rumi’s poetry and to provide a comprehensive
perspective on the translation of cultural terms in Rumi’s works.
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INTRODUCTION

Literary translations are inherently tied to specific cultures and time periods, requiring particular attention to
semantic nuances and cultural idioms. In literary translation, the goal is not merely to convey the literal
meaning but also to transmit the cultural connotations and emotions associated with the expressions. The
poetry of Rumi, due to its rich cultural, literary, and spiritual depth, presents significant challenges for
translators. This article examines Coleman Barks’ approach to translating the cultural idioms in Rumi’s poetry
and evaluates his success in this endeavor.

As noted in similar works (*"Translating Sufi Poetry: Challenges and Strategies,” "The Art of Translating
Rumi’s Poetry"*), understanding cultural dimensions is crucial in translation. To convey the essence and depth
of Rumi’s poetry, translators must have a profound grasp of Persian culture and traditions. Barks’ approach
to translating Rumi has been a subject of ongoing debate. Some critics have accused his translations of
excessive liberal interpretation and a lack of fidelity to the original text. Conversely, others argue that by using
simple and fluent language, Barks has managed to present Rumi’s mystical and spiritual themes in an
accessible and engaging manner for Western audiences. This article seeks to provide a fair assessment of
Barks’ approach to translating cultural idioms by closely analyzing his translations and comparing them with
the original text.
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Literature Review

The translation of culturally embedded literary texts, particularly mystical poetry, presents a unique set of
challenges that have been extensively explored in translation studies. This literature review synthesizes key
theoretical frameworks and scholarly perspectives relevant to the translation of culture-specific items (CSls)
in Rumi's poetry, with a focus on Coleman Barks' English renditions.

Theoretical Frameworks in Translation Studies

Peter Newmark's (1988) seminal work on translation theory provides a foundational framework for analyzing
the translation of cultural terms. Newmark emphasizes the importance of achieving functional equivalence,
where the target text elicits a response analogous to that of the source text. He categorizes cultural terms into
five domains: social culture (e.g., work, leisure), material culture (e.g., food, clothing), ecological elements
(e.g., flora, fauna), religious concepts, and gestural/behavioral patterns. Newmark advocates for adaptive
strategies such as cultural substitution, descriptive equivalence, and modulation to bridge cultural gaps while
preserving textual integrity.

Mona Baker (2018) expands on these challenges by identifying linguistic, cultural, and ideological barriers
in translation. She proposes compensatory techniques like syntactic modulation and paraphrasing to address
semantic losses. Edward T. Hall's (1976) concept of "Cultural Space” further elucidates how proxemics and
temporal perceptions vary across cultures, necessitating culturally sensitive translations.

Cultural Mediation in Literary Translation

David Katan (2004) introduces the notion of "cultural bilingualism," positioning translators as ethnographic
mediators who must reframe source-cultural concepts for target audiences. Susan Bassnett's (2014) "cultural
turn" in translation studies redefines translators as cultural agents responsible for hermeneutic interpretation
and intercultural negotiation. Anthony Pym (2016) extends this by advocating for "multilayered cultural
literacy" to address ethical and semiotic complexities in cross-cultural communication.

Translation of Sufi Poetry

The translation of Rumi’s poetry, with its rich Sufi symbolism and Persian cultural idioms, exemplifies these
theoretical challenges. Prior studies (e.g., "Translating Sufi Poetry: Challenges and Strategies") highlight the
tension between fidelity and fluency in rendering mystical themes. Barks’ translations have been critiqued for
prioritizing accessibility over precision, employing functional equivalents (e.g., "divine wine" for *sharab*)
and deletions to streamline cultural references. Comparative analyses with Nicholson’s and Arberry’s more
literal translations reveal trade-offs between poetic aesthetics and cultural authenticity.

Gaps and Research Directions

While existing studies acknowledge Barks’ role in popularizing Rumi, gaps remain in empirical assessments
of how his strategies impact readers’ understanding of Sufism. Future research could explore:

1. Reception studies: How functional equivalents shape Western perceptions of Rumi’s spiritual themes.

2. Hybrid methodologies: Combining annotated editions with dynamic equivalence to balance fidelity and
readability.

3. Pedagogical frameworks: Teaching Rumi’s poetry in translation while preserving cultural context.

This review underscores the need for a nuanced approach to translating Rumi—one that harmonizes
Newmark’s procedural taxonomy with Bassnett’s cultural mediation to navigate the complexities of mystical
literature.

Findings
In this research, samples were selected based on the following criteria:
1. Cultural Diversity: Poems containing specific cultural elements (such as religious, social, or ecological
terms) were prioritized.
2. Repetitiveness: Poems that were repeated in multiple reputable sources (such as *The Essential Rumi*)
were selected for analysis.
3. Balanced Distribution: The samples were chosen in a way that covered all five categories of Newmark
(social culture, material culture, ecological culture, religious-ritual culture, and free culture).
This research is a descriptive-analytical study that employs a case study approach to examine Coleman Barks'
translations of Rumi's poetry. The primary objective of this study is to investigate the translation strategies
adopted and assess the degree of fidelity to the original text. Using a comparative method, the research
compares Coleman Barks' translations with the original Persian text to identify cultural translation
approaches. The study analyzes 'Y poems by Rumi selected from eight volumes of the *Kulliyat-e Shams-e
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Tabrizi*. The English versions of these poems are sourced from Coleman Barks' *The Essential Rumi* as the
primary reference.

Each cultural element in Rumi’s poetry was identified and categorized according to Newmark’s theoretical
framework, then matched with Barks’ translations to extract the translator’s strategies. Qualitative content
analysis was used to examine semantic and cultural correspondence between the original text and the
translation, while a comparative analysis method was applied to compare the Persian and English texts to
identify linguistic and cultural shifts, as well as deviations in meaning and cultural representation.

The study employs Newmark’s theoretical framework to identify translation strategies (such as functional
equivalence, deletion, etc.). By combining quantitative and qualitative methods, the findings reveal that
Coleman Barks predominantly uses functional equivalence (Z14) and deletion (/Y 9) in translating cultural
elements. These results indicate an effort to balance fidelity to the original text with adaptation to the cultural
sensibilities of modern readers.

This study examined 197 instances of cultural elements in Barks' translations randomly, categorized into five
main groups:

Social Culture (24%): Includes beliefs, behaviors, and values related to society.

Material Culture (17%): Encompasses objects, resources, and spaces that define culture.

Ecology (10%): Explores the relationship between environment and culture.

Religion and Customs (19%): Involves behaviors and values tied to religion.

Gestures and Habits (0%): This category was absent in the examined samples.

Free Expressions (55%). Phrases that did not fit into the above categories but were analyzed due to cultural
differences in translation.

B Social culture

B Material culture

M Ecology

1 Religion and customs
B Movements and habits

B other expressions

Barks employed a wide range of translation techniques, the most significant of which include:
Functional Equivalent: The most frequently used technique (38 instances), aimed at conveying the core
meaning while preserving the emotional and spiritual impact.

Deletion: Used in 29 instances, particularly in the social culture category, sometimes leading to a loss of
cultural nuances.
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Descriptive Equivalent: Applied in 26 cases, predominantly in material culture.

Cultural Equivalent: Utilized in 19 instances, mainly in ecology and religion.

Modulation and Paraphrase: Used in 28 and 14 instances, respectively, mostly in free expressions.
All the Section and elements

Strategies Overall numbers
Modulation 28
Addition |
Functional equivalent 38
componential 2
Shift 9
Deletion 29
Cultural equivalent 19
Descriptive equivalent 26
Couplets 11
Naturalization 4
Synonymy 7
Paraphrase 14
Discussion

Despite some shortcomings in accurately conveying cultural elements, Coleman Barks' translations of Rumi's
poetry have effectively communicated the mystical and emotional essence of Rumi to Western readers. His
use of techniques like functional and descriptive equivalents has enhanced accessibility. However, for a more
comprehensive understanding of cultural concepts, readers are encouraged to consult other translations as
well. This study highlights that translating mystical texts requires a balance between cultural accuracy and
literary appeal.

Balancing Fidelity and Accessibility — Barks’ approach highlights the tension between preserving cultural
authenticity and ensuring reader engagement. Future translators might consider hybrid strategies, such as
annotated editions, to address this dichotomy.

The Role of Cultural Equivalents — While functional equivalents (e.g., rendering " "</ »ias "divine wine")
aid comprehension, they risk oversimplifying Rumi’s layered symbolism.

Audience Awareness — Barks’ translations cater to a general audience, whereas scholarly translations (e.g.,
Nicholson’s) prioritize precision. Both serve distinct purposes in disseminating Rumi’s legacy.

-Comparative studies analyzing the reception of Barks’ translations versus more literal renditions.

-Investigations into how cultural adaptations influence Western interpretations of Sufism.

-Development of pedagogical frameworks for teaching Rumi’s poetry in translation while emphasizing
cultural context. Coleman Barks’ translations occupy a unique space in the canon of Rumi’s global
reception. While they may not satisfy purists, their contribution to making Rumi’s wisdom accessible cannot
be overlooked. This study underscores the need for a multifaceted approach to translating mystical
literature—one that harmonizes linguistic artistry, cultural fidelity, and spiritual depth.

Translating mystical poetry, particularly the works of Rumi, presents unique challenges as these texts
operate on both literal and profound cultural, religious, and metaphysical levels. The translator must
balance textual fidelity with target-language readability. This study reveals that Barks’ English translations
of Rumi predominantly employ functionalist approaches to create fluid, accessible renditions for Western
audiences—though this method occasionally results in cultural dilution.

In the examination of cultural-social elements, about 29% of cases have been omitted in translation. This
approach is primarily applied to concepts that lack a direct equivalent in English, such as the term

"ol sds )" (which refers to traditional workers in the field of laundry). Although this method aids in the
readability of the text, the main concern is that omitting such elements may lead to a loss of cultural details.
In fact, this choice has not struck a balance between ease of understanding and the preservation of cultural
authenticity.
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In the translation of objects and material elements, descriptive equivalents have been used. For example, the
word "wine" is translated as "sacred drink," preserving its mystical connotation, or "water jug" is
transformed into "cool water container” to make it clearer for an unfamiliar audience. The strength of this
approach lies in enhancing comprehensibility; however, the risk is that the additional description may affect
the conciseness and poetic beauty of the original text.

Ecological symbols like "ney," which in Persian mysticism signify the separation of humans from divine
truth, have been translated with cultural-functional equivalents. The choice of the phrase "melancholic ney"
instead of the literal translation "flute" preserves its deep meaning. However, if the translator had opted for
simpler equivalents, the symbolic layers of the concept might have been lost.

In the translation of religious elements, some words such as "prayer" have been changed to "meditation” to
make them more understandable for a non-Muslim audience. While this makes the text more accessible, it
seems to come at the cost of diminishing the specific and devotional meaning of the term. Even the
translation of "khanb and saqqa" to "all means of quenching thirst" significantly reduces the mystical weight
of the original phrase.

A considerable portion of the text consists of phrases that do not fit into any of the previous categories. In
translating these sections, rewriting and rephrasing have primarily been employed to convey the message in
a smoother manner. For example, the sentence "In my dark heart, I seek your light" has been transformed
into "In my darkness, I search for your light." Although this approach enhances the literary appeal of the
text, it may sometimes lead to a deviation from the original sentence structure.

Barks’ translations succeed in making Rumi accessible to global audiences through functional equivalence
and creative paraphrasing, yet this approach sometimes falters in preserving cultural authenticity. This study
demonstrates that:

An ideal translation of mystical texts requires hybrid strategies. The tension between fidelity and fluency
persists but can be mitigated via footnotes or glossed equivalents.

Audience awareness is pivotal: translations for lay readers differ from those for academic. Future
translations could adopt a multilayered paradigm—e.g., presenting the original text with cultural
annotations or dual equivalents (literal + interpretive)—to simultaneously uphold authenticity and
accessibility.

Despite efforts to comprehensively examine Coleman Barks' translations of Rumi's poetry, this research
faced several limitations:

1. Scattered Sources: The selected poems were derived from a wide range of sources that lacked a consistent
pattern, making it difficult to find precise examples.

2. Inaccessibility of Certain Texts: Some of Barks' translations were not easily accessible due to their
dispersion across various sources.

3. Abstract Nature of Mystical Poetry: The complex and multilayered nature of Rumi's poetry resulted in
some cultural concepts not being fully conveyed.

4. Focus on a Single Translator: This research concentrated solely on Barks' translations, and comparisons
with other translators would require more extensive studies.

The analysis of cultural terminology in Coleman Barks' translations of Rumi’s poetry is crucial for a
comprehensive understanding of Rumi’s spiritual teachings and for fostering cross-cultural appreciation of
his works. Evaluating the fidelity of these translations in bridging cultural gaps is of paramount importance.
By conducting a meticulous examination of Barks’ translations and comparing them with the original
Persian texts, we can gain deeper insights into the challenges and strategies involved in translating
culturally embedded expressions and assess his success in conveying Rumi’s mystical and spiritual concepts.
This research aims to assist scholars, translators, and enthusiasts of mystical literature in adopting more
effective approaches to translating and interpreting these works. Translating Rumi’s poetry is a complex
endeavor that demands profound familiarity with both the source and target languages and cultures.
Through rigorous analysis of existing translations and the application of appropriate methodologies, we can
contribute to a more accurate and nuanced transmission of Rumi’s cultural and spiritual themes to a global
audience.

Assuming the inclusion of key findings from charts and tables (though not presented in this text), we present
a comprehensive academic argument regarding Coleman Barks’ translations of Rumi’s poetry. The results of
this study indicate that Barks’ translations exhibit both strengths and weaknesses. On one hand, his
translations have succeeded in rendering Rumi’s mystical and spiritual themes into an accessible and
engaging form for Western audiences. His adaptive approach, often prioritizing readability and emotional
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resonance, has played a significant role in popularizing Rumi’s poetry in the English-speaking world. On the
other hand, Barks’ translations have faced substantial criticism from scholars and specialists in Persian
literature. These critiques primarily concern his use of "cultural equivalents" and the omission of "historical
and cultural references"” present in Rumi’s original verses. Such adaptations, while enhancing fluidity,
occasionally dilute the depth of Rumi’s philosophical and theological nuances. Nevertheless, it is undeniable
that Barks’ translations have been instrumental in introducing Rumi to a broad Western readership. His
work has facilitated cross-cultural dialogue and sparked renewed interest in Sufi poetry, even if certain
academic circles question their adherence to the source text’s integrity.
Strengths and Weaknesses of Barks' Translations

Accessibility: By employing functional and descriptive equivalents, Barks made Rumi's poetry
comprehensible to Western audiences.

Preservation of Poetic Spirit: He successfully conveyed Rumi's mystical emotions and themes.

Linguistic Creativity: Techniques like modulation and paraphrase made his translations dynamic and
engaging.
Loss of Cultural Nuances: Deletion in some cases diminished the cultural richness of the original text.
Reduced Semantic Precision: Certain cultural terms were not accurately transferred.
Lack of Cultural Explanations: Barks refrained from providing explanatory notes to clarify cultural
concepts.
Barks' translations were compared with those of Reynold Nicholson and Arthur John Arberry:
Nicholson translations are more precise and faithful to the original but less appealing to general audiences.
Arberry works strike a balance between accuracy and aesthetic appeal. Barks translations prioritize
emotional impact and accessibility but occasionally deviate from cultural precision.
Future Research Directions

- Impact of functional equivalents on Western audiences’ perception of Sufism.

- Comparative studies of literal vs. interpretive translations in preserving poetic aesthetics.
Conclusion
Analyzing cultural terms in Coleman Barks' translations of Rumi's poetry is crucial for a comprehensive
understanding of Rumi's spiritual teachings and for appreciating his works across different cultures.
Evaluating the fidelity of these translations in bridging cultural gaps is significant. By closely examining
Barks' translations and comparing them with the original texts, one can gain a better understanding of the
challenges and strategies involved in translating cultural terms, as well as assess his success in conveying
Rumi's mystical and spiritual concepts.
This research can assist scholars, translators, and enthusiasts of mystical literature in adopting more
effective approaches to translating and interpreting these works. Translating Rumi's poetry is a complex
challenge that requires a deep understanding of both the source and target languages and cultures. Through
careful examination of existing translations and employing appropriate methodologies, we can facilitate a
better and more accurate transmission of the cultural and spiritual meanings of Rumi's poetry to global
audiences.
Focusing on the final chapter ("Conclusion”) and considering diagrams and tables (which are not present in
this version of the text but are assumed to illustrate key findings), a comprehensive academic argument
regarding Coleman Barks' translations of Rumi's poetry can be presented. The results of this study indicate
that Barks' translations possess various strengths and weaknesses. On one hand, his translations have
succeeded in presenting the mystical and spiritual themes of Rumi's poetry in an understandable and
appealing manner for Western audiences. On the other hand, his translations have faced serious criticisms
from researchers and specialists in Persian language and literature. These criticisms particularly address
Barks' use of "cultural equivalents" and the omission of "historical and cultural references"” in Rumi's poetry.
Nonetheless, it cannot be denied that Barks' translations have played a significant role in introducing Rumi
to a wider Western audience.
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