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Rumi in Russia: A story of translation

Natalia Chalisova | Russia

1T is generally agreed that the translation of a great work of litera-
ture not only lays down the basis for profound research on this work, but - and
it is equally important - shapes the image of the original in the receiving cultu-
re. “Translation involves trust”,’ because the audience trusts the image. Regard-
less of how well-versed he/she is in the art of translation, the reader still invo-
luntarily takes a beautifully edited book with the name of a genius on the jacket
to be a creation of the genius’ own pen. That is why translation also involves
responsibility. A story of translation is always instructive; it brings to light so-
me truths hidden not only in the original, but in the receiving culture as well.
The name of Jalal ad-Din Rumi is known to the Russsian reader, but the trans-
lations of his poems, compared with those of Hafiz, Khayyam or Nizami, have so far
been surprisingly few. As we know only too well, the ideological reasons for trans-
lating or not translating even one of the greatest works from a certain literary tradi-
tion are at times stronger than the aesthetic ones. In Soviet Russia Mavlavi’s teac-
hings constituted highly unsuitable and improper reading material from the Marxist-
Leninist point of view,? and Rumi the poet was inseparable from his teachings. Thus
of all the classical Persian poets Mavlana has received the least scholarly attention,
and that, in its turn, was part of the reason for the modest amount of translations.

! Lefevere A., "Translation: Its Genealogy in the West", in Translation, History and
Culture, ed. by S. Bassnett and A. Lefevere (pp. 14-28), p. 14.

2 See Lewis F. D., Rumi. Past and Present, East and West.Oxford, 2000, p. 614.
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During the 19th century a keen interest in the religion and culture of its So-
uthemn neighbour, Iran, was constantly increasing in Russian society. So the first
mentions of the Mavlavi order appeared in the periodicals as early as in the first
half of the century.? Popular descriptions of Persian poetry mention Jalal ad-Din
Rumi among the other great names, but do not give any sample poems. For
example, P. Lerkh in his article “The seven stars on the sky of Persian poetry™ sim-
ply mentions Rumi as the greatest mystic not only of Persia, but of the whole East.

The story of Rumi translations started only in the 20th century, prior to the Oc-
tober revolution, and it was a promising beginning indeed. Mavlana was introduced
to the Russian-speaking readers around 1906, when Agaphangel Krimskiy published
the third volume of his History of Persia, its Literature and Dervish Theosophy.®

Professor Krimskiy played a significant part in shaping the development of
Russian Iranology. A Ukrainian and Russian Orientalist, he was also a writer, a
poet and a translator and possessed a literary gift, a quality critical for any scho-
lar when he/she turns to translation.®

Krimskiy's History of Persia incorporates history chapters on each period and
portrait sections (on Rudaki, Sana'i, Anwari, Hagani, Nizami, Rumi, Sa‘di) which inc-
lude an abundant bibliographical survey of the Furopean works relevant to the case
along with examples of poetry, mostly in the author’s own translation. In the case of

3 dnsicia aepsumeiis (The dance of the dervishes) in Badouxa, 1830. N¢ 103,
p. 412; eJlepBHIEH-TIASICYHB! H AePBHITH-KPHKyHbr (Dervishes the dancers and
dervishes the shouters). C fipanu. 0.C. in CeBepHast nyesa, 1832, NN 219, 220,
221; e JepBuu-BepTyHb! H Aepeuuni-sassiaTtenus (The turning dervishes and
the wailing dervishes). 3tHorpadguueckuil ackus. Bepub in Kaigedockon, 1861,
e 24,

. Jlepxb, «CeMmH3Be3abe Ha Hele nepcHACKoH Noasuue in bubauomexa
Jist umenus, 1851, Vol. 105, part 3, p. 259.

s sMctopus flepcui, ee NHTepaTypsl ¥ AepBHecKoi Teocoduun, Moscow
1903-1906; revised with ample supplements Moscow 1914-1917.

& Krimskiy was born in 1871, Vladimir-Volinskiy, Ukraine. From 1898 through
1919 he worked as a lecturer at the Lazarevskiy institute in Moscow, Department
of Arabic Philology and History of the Moslem East. In 1915 Krimskiy took upon
himself the main part of the [ranian literature course and became the leading
authority of the time on the Persian Classics. His lecture courses included Arabic
language and literature, folklore, history of Islam, Persian and Turkish literature.
He was the mentor of most prominent Russian scholars like A. Semenov and V.
Minorskiy in Iranian Studies, V. Gordlevskiy in Turkic Studies. When the fierce
campaign of Stalin's repressions began, Krimskiy was discharged from all his
posts and spent 8 years in disfavour. He was arrested on July 20, 1941,
proclaimed an ideologist of Ukrainian nationalism and deported te prizon in
Kustanay, where he died in the prison hospital.
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Rumi, the scholar chose to divide the description into two parts. The essential infor-
mation on his teachings, based on Western scholarly tradition of the time, is presen-
ted in the special chapter on Sufism in the second volume. In the third volume the se-
lection from the Masnavi, ghazals and quatrains follows the survey of Mavlavi’s life
and works. Krimskiy used two editions of the Masnavi - the Bombey one (1851) and
the Lakhnau one (1865) and had at hand the English abridged rendering of the Mas-
navi made by Edward Whinfield.” Whinfield, whose primary interest was the develop-
ment of mystical thought, paid most of his attention to Rumi's “experimental” (to use
the translator’s term) mysticism; he translated the theoretical and ethical passages and
gave many stories and parables in short paraphrase. Krimskiy, in his own words (p.
21-22), decided to act vice versa: to concentrate upon the belles-lettres parts, in other
words, the stories and parables, and to omit the theosophy parts; he used to render
only the most typical lines now and then. However, Krimskiy followed Whinfield in
form; his translation is also made in lineated prose, corresponding to the lines of the
original poem. The text basis for translation was, of course, poor at that time, but wit-
hin those limitations the Russian rendering is clear and readable, It is also beautifil in
wording and full of that specific “prerevolutionary” charm, which is nowadays lost for
good. The stories from the Masnavi in Krimskiy’s translation keep the numeration, gi-
ven by Whinfield; they include “The song of the flute” (abridged) and 47 stories from
the first, second and third daftar (some of them are given in prose paraphrase).® They
are followed by a selection from Divan-i Shams (from Tabriz lithographic ed. 1863 by
Riza Quli Khan), that is, 28 most-famous ghazals like

g\ﬁ&;ﬁw\ﬁsf
(\ 03 5 L;Lbl.w Cwd g r‘ cL,a JLALS:U.A

Lg_)bd-af!f‘jam:xfdijb

and so on. Some of the verses are provided with interesting philological and his-
torical commentary and others with references to the English and German trans-
lations (particularly in those cases where the understanding is dubious).

7 The Masnavi-i Ma'navi. By Maulana Jalalu-'d-din Muhammad Rumi. Abridged and
Translated by EH. Whinfield. [1898], 1st ed. 1887 [based on Lakhnau ed. 1865].

B See A, Krimskiy, History..., Vol. 3, part 2 (1914), pp. 288-352,
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Krimskiy stressed the fact that he had based his translations on the origi-
nal, but the ghazals selected by the scholar from the huge Divan-i Shams were
mostly the same that had already been known to the European reader in German
translations by Joseph von Hammer-Purgstall and Vincenz von Rosenzweig-
Schwannau® and English translations by R. A. Nicholson.'® From twenty-eight
poems with which his History presented the Russian public we can find six in
Hammer, fifteen in Rosenzweig and nine in Nicholson’s edition.

Unlike his predecessors Krimskiy, divided his selections by subject. He
was eager fo give the general idea of Rumi's outstanding spirituality and the
marvel of his flight above Time and Space to the Russian reader. The headings
reflect, of course, Krimskiy's own understanding of the main themes and le-
ading motiffs of the Divan-i Shams. They are the following: “The man of God”
(«UenoBek»); “Being before being” {«[IpeacyumectBoranuen}; “Do you not
know what the Temple of God is like?” («He BecTe nu, sikO XpaM BOXKUH»);
“The heart is the Ka‘ba" («Cepatie - Ka'6a»); “The soul of man is the only so-
urce for cognizing God («Jyma camMoro uejoBeka - €AUHbIA HCTOUHHK BOrOR-
enenusn); “The program of tarigat” («[Iporpamma tapuxatas}; “The approach
of ecstacy” («[lpubnuxenune Boctopran); “The ecstacy” («HautHe-akcrTasn);
“The Pantheistic feeling” («[lanTencTHueckoe co3xHaHuer); “Impassivity and in-
sensibility of the ‘cognizant” («BescTpacTuie, 6e3pasiuuue U 6e3BoKe 1103-
HaBmero»); “The hearing” («Panennen); “Deathbed testament” («[IlpegcmepTHOE
3aBemanuer); “From the soulless mineral to God” («OT 6e3aymHOro MuHepaa
k Bory»))."!

The translations of the quatrains or ruba‘iyat presented in the end of the
chapter (Istoriya, pp. 373-385) belong to Krimski's older colleague and teacher,
Fedor Korsh, a Professor of Iranian studies in Lazarevskiy Institute and a man of
letters who used to spend his leisure time translating Russian Golden Age poets

# J. von Hammer-Purgstall, Geschichte der schénen Redekiinste Persiens, Vienna
1818; the book includes 70 passages from Masnavi and Divan-i ShamsV. von
Rosenzweig-Schwannau, Auswah! gus den Divanen des grdssten mystischen
Dichters Persiens, Mewlanuo Dscheloleddin Rumi, Vienna, 1838; the edition
includes the Persian texts of seventy-five poems, German rhymed translations
and notes; see descriptions in F. Lewis' Rumi {2000), pp. 566-67.

¥ Selected Poems from the Divani Shamsi Tabriz, ed. and trans. by R.A. Nicholsan,
Cambridge 1898, see description in F. Lewis' Rumi (2000}, pp. 531-32.

"1 See A. Krimskiy, History..., Vol. 3, part 2 {1914), pp. 353-73.
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into Latin. Korsh worked with the Constantinople edition (1895) and prepared a
small collection of rhymed quatrains (70 all in all in the 2nd ed. of Krimskiy’s
History) full of elegance and poetic witticism.'* Those translations age well and
are still popular, cf. the latest reprint in the Anthology of the Oriental Poetry."

Both Krimskiy and Korsh were professional iranologists with a profound
knowledge of the Persian language and literature and of the Western scholarly
works as well. Both were also gifted poets. Their renderings seemingly differ in
style but share a pioneering spirit and a sense of responsibility to the original.
The work of those scholars marked the first and productive stage in Rumi trans-
lations in Russia. Unfortunately, historical events put a long stop to Rumi studi-
es and to the translation activity.

The second or Soviet stage of Rumi’s translation started in 1935, when se-
veral articles of Soviet iranologists were collectively published under the heading
The Orient.'* The book was published among the editions of the 3rd Congress of
the Iranian Art and Archeology and meant to have an international response.
Thus a small chapter on Rumi had been included, with a short introduction by
Aleksey Starikov'® and some new translations, made by Starikov himself (from
the Masnavi) and Evgeniy Dunayevskiy’® (from the Divan-i Shams).

12 Reprint in: Persian Lyric Poets X ~ XV, trans. by Acad. F. Korsh, ed. posthumous-
ly by Prof, A. Krimskiy, Moscow, 1916 (llepcuackre aupukn X—XV Bs. [ C nep-
CHA. A3. nep. akaad. . Kopli, HOCKE ero CMepTH rpopea. W BCTIL. CT.
cHabaua npod. A. KpeiMckui. M.: M. 1 C. CaBallHHKoBEl, 1916

13 Anthology “Poetry of the East”, Vol. 2, Moscaw, 2002, Rumi in F. Korsh's trans-
lation ~ pp. 203~24 (AnTonorus tBoctouHas Modus, Tom 2, M., 2002,
PyMit: cTHXHM, Nep. akaa. & E. KOpuia, ctp. 203-224).

Y The Literature of Iran in X - XV, Moscow, 1935 {BocTok. CEOPHHK BTOPOIL.
Tureparypa HpasnaX-XV ss.).

'8 Starikov Aleksey Arkadyevich (1892-1962} graduated in 1915 from the Lazarevskiy
Institute of Oriental Languages in Moscow. Proff. A. Krimskiy and F. Korsh taught
him Persian literature. Later he became a lecturer of the Moscow Oriental Institute
(1938-1956), Moscow state University {philological department 1943-1956 and
Oriental languages department 1956-1962). He was the mentor of a whole gen-
eration of the Russian iranologists, for example, Prof. Osmanov and Prof.
Prigarina. Starikov is mostly known for his thoroughly enlightening commentary
to the Banu Lahuti translation of the Shah-name; his instructive article "Firdowsi
and his poem Shah-name”, included in the first volume of the edition (Moscow
1957), was later translated into Persian and published in Tehran as a monograph.

'8 Eygeniy Dunayevskiy (1st half of the 20th cent., dates unknown), a gifted lin-
quist and a polyglot, translated poems from different languages (Latin, Persian,
Sanscrit). He was arrested during the time of Stalin's repressions some time
before World War |l and spent many years in prison.
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Starikov was definitely an “old school professor” and he fully understood
that Rumi was one of the greatest mystics and poets who ever lived, but in 1935
he had to justify his choice for translation and to place the appropriate label on
the chosen text. In the Introduction he wrote that “mystical insights of the Ira-
nian Sufi poets are alien to the Soviet reader. But the works of Rumi occupy such
an important place in Persian and all Midle Eastern literature and his poetic ac-
hievements are so great that one cannot exclude him from classic Persian litera-
ture™.!” For his translation, Starikov selected a fragment from the very beginning
of the Masnavi (pp. 3-17 of the first volume of Nicholson’s edition 1925}; along
with Nicholson’s text the scholar used a certain manuscript which he had in per-
sonal possesion. His translation is versified and observes the double rhyme sche-
me. It combines the reliability and careful approach to imagery with stylistic ele-
gance and refinement. Unfortunately, the translated fragment is extremely short.

Nine ghazals in E. Dunayevskiy's rhymed rendering stand for the whole Di-
van-i Shams in this edition (the translation is based on Nicholson’s Selected Po-
ems edition). The poems were chosen “on the basis of the most lyrical imagery,
omitting many passages of a mystical, abstract and speculative character” (p.
380). E. Dunayevskiy was a passionate lover of Rumi and a connoisseur of Per-
sian Poetry; his small contribution turned out to be the only attempt to transla-
te Mavlana's ghazals into the Russian verse directly from the original, observing
the rhyme scheme and keeping the exotic imagery.

During the second half of the 20th century several other ghazals were intro-
duced to the reader (around 30 in all) within select anthologies of Persian poetry,
but the mode of translation had changed. It became the joint venture of an anony-
mous interpreter who prepared a word-by-word translation and a poet who did not
know Persian (like Vladimir Derzhavin, Ilya Selvinskiy, or David Samoylov). Even
if the scratch was good, the poet-translators still were ignorant about Persian me-
dieval culture and literature, let alone the peculiar world of Rumi’s poetry; in the
process of poeticizing the scratch they made their ghazals in a classical poetic idi-
om that appealed to the Russian taste. The poets of that period tried to keep the
rhyme scheme of the ghazal (that was “oriental” enough for the Russian reader),
but they inevitably turned the Beloved into a lady-friend, omitted the incompre-

V7 The Literature of lran... 1935, p. 379.
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hensible and strange poetic ideas and substituted them for customary ones. The re-
sult was good Russian poetry with a nice and delicate oriental flavour.

The “direct translations” of E. Dunayevskiy and the renderings of the poets
made up the collection of ghazals, which was reprinted in many anthologies of
Persian poetry and was published in the famous one hundred volume edition of
the “World Literature” series'® ~ a sign that an official image of the “lyric poet
Rumi” had been created in the Russian culture. These translations of the ghazals
still stand for the whole Divan in Russia and are being constantly reprinted.'”

The situation with the Masnavi translation was almost the same. In 1957
(the year of the 750th anniversary of Rumi) several short passages were publis-
hed®® by Michail Diakonov. A renowned specialist in the history of ancient Iran
and Media, he was the second Russian scholar to make a direct translation of the
Masnavi passages into Russian verse since A. Starikov; no further attempt was
ever made in that direction. Vladimir Derzhavin, the prolific poet who used to
poetise the anonymous word-by-word translations of many Persian poets, pre-
pared his small selection of Rumi’s parables?' in 1957. This poetical rendering
was prefaced with a strong and extensive warning for the reader that the poetry
of Rumi is not limited by his Sufi teachings.?® This version underwent numero-
us reprints, both in full (1963, 1969) and in parts.

A new stage in Rumi studies and translation began in the 80s, when the
ideological restrictions first started to weaken and then came to a full stop. In
1986 a new popular abridged edition of the Masnavi appeared.”® Naum Greb-

'8 Rumi, "From the Divan of Shams from Tebriz" (translated by E. Dunayevskiy, D.
Samovylov, B. Zv'aginceva, |. Sel'vinskiy), in Library of World Literature. Irano-Tajik
Poetry (BuBaHOTEKA MHDOBOH JIHTEPATYDLL MPaHOTAZKHKCKAS [1033Us).
Moscow, 1974, pp. 173-83.

' Rumi D., Ghazals; Parables, Dushanbe, 1888 (Pymu. Mazenu. Mputun); Dj.
Rumi. Lyric, Mosnavi ([:x. Pymu, Jlupuka), Moscow, 2001.

20 Djalaladdin. From the Masnavi. (Fragments)", trans. by M. Diakonov, in The
Anthology of Tajik Poetry ([lxananagoun. Ma MacrHasu. (OTphiBKH). [lepesos
M. /lbakoHOBa. B: AHTOJNOrHS TaJAXKHKCKO# noaswu), Moscow, 1957, po.
292-299,

2 Rumi. Parables. Trans. by V. Derzhavin {Pymu. TipuTun), Moscow, 1957.
22 M. N. Osmanov, Preface to Rumi 1957].

2 Rumi Dj. The Poem of a Hidden Truth. Selected Parables. Trans. by Naum
Grebnev, word by word translations and commentary by O.F. Akimushkin (Pymu
k. NMosma o ckphiToM cMblicse. M3BpaHusie npuTuy. Hep. ¢ nepe. H.
"'peBHena. MoacTpoud. nep. u koMM, 0. &. AkumMyukuHa), Moscow, 1986,



1102 nev, a famous poet and translator, worked with a scratch prepared by the fa-
mous scholar Oleg Akimushkin, who also wrote an extensive introduction on
the phenomenon of Sufism in Iran and the role of Rumi and prepared a useful
and instructive commentary. As translation achievements, Akimushkin and
Grebnev’s work far surpassed (at least, in many people’s opinions) the efforts of
the previous translators, but it was still intended for the general public; Naum
Grebnev used Akimushkin's reliable word-for-word translation, but he was far
more concerned with the beauty of the Russian verse than with the reliability
of his creation.

By the end of the 20th century several “secondary” translations from Eng-
lish also appeared; the abridged rendering of Nicholson’s Masnavi** and the full
Russian version of Coleman Barks’ Essential Rumi.?® If C. Barks, who transiated
into free English verse, believed that "Rumi would have wanted his poems to re-
sonate in translation with the culture of the target language”,*® Sechiv’s interp-
retation of the “Barks’ Masnavi” goes one step further. S. Sechiv added Russian
rhyme in translation, and the “essence of Rumi” in his rendering sounds beauti-
ful, appealing and quite unrecognizable. Those translations also helped to estab-
lish Mavlana's reputation in Russia as a great Persian poet and a Sufi sage, but
failed to provide the reader with the authentic works of the poet.

Thus, despite the established image of Rumi as a poetic genius and a fasci-
nating story-teller, his poetry really remained without an adequate Russian
translation throughout the entire 20th century. It is a clear case of a Great Poet
presented in a target culture without his Poetry. Paradoxically, a rich translati-
on history does not always change the result. In the case of Hafiz whose ghazals
have been presented in numerous renderings and interpretations both in English
and Russian, we still witness the same unbridgeable gap between the poetic mes-
sage of the original and the produced versions. The question arises as to whet-
her the situation with all translations of works by great poets is always the sa-
me. As Julia Meisami put it, “Do translators, by making the attempt, covertly (or

2% Dj. Rumi.The Treasure of Memory. Trans. from English by L and B. Tiraspolskiy
(Ibx. Pymu, «Cokposuma BeriomuHaruan), Moscow, 1998; reprint 2001,

25 Barks C., Sechiv V., The Essence of Rumi,transfation, versification and commen-
tary by Sergey Sechiv (Bapkc K. Ceyus B. CyTh Pymu), Moscow, 2006.

* £ Lewis, Rumi 2000, p. 591.
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unconsiously) seek to cut” the poet “down to their own size?"?’ So what is the
next step? What constitutes an adequate translation of Rumi? I cannot formula-
te the answer any better than J. Meisami did in her article on Hafiz in English.
It involves “the extreme density of language, which corresponds to a density and
complexity of thought. (Poetic thought, that is.) These have yet to be attacked in
any serious manner, let alone solved.”®

If Rumi did not manage to find his translator in 20th century Russia, the first
years of the 21st century have brought about a positive shift. The approaching of
the 800th anniversary proved to be a helpful factor here, and an extensive pro-
ject of the Masnavi translation was initiated. The project is sponsored by the Cent-
re of the Iranian culture in Moscow, with some of the best specialists on Persian
classics among the participants. The first daftar has been released just recently:
Djalal ad-Din Muhammad Rumi. Masnavi-yi Ma ‘navi (The Poem of Hidden Truth).
The first daftar (bayts 1 - 4003). Trans. from Persian by 0. Akimushkin, A. His-
matullin et al., ed. by A. Hismatullin, Petersburg, 2007.*® The work has been do-
ne by a team of scholars from Petersburg, with the prominent iranologist Oleg
Akimushkin and his younger colleague A. Hismatullin as the leading translators;
A. Hismatullin is also the editor of the whole volume. The work is a philological
translation (4003 bayts) of the first of the six daftars, based on the Konya ma-
nuscript; the prdse translation aims at literalness rather than elegance; it is line-
ated and the limits of each half-verse are observed; the Persian text is also attac-
hed. The detailed commentary aims at providing the reader with a wide cultural
and intellectual context (quotations from the Koran, ahadis, hidden allusions to a
hadis or a Koranic story, idioms and technical terms, variants of previous interp-
retations and possibilities of double interpretation). The main concern of the
translators is exactly the density of language, corresponding to the density and
complexity of Rumi's thought as mentioned by J. Meisami. They see their main
goal as “creation of a certain matrix, similar to the English translation by R. Nic-

27 Meisami J., "Hafiz in English: translation and authority”, in Edebiyat, NS, 6. 1
(1995}, p. 77.

28 |bid.

2% MaitTol ag-ads MyxaMmaa PyMu. MacHaBi-#i1 Ma'Haey (dloama o
CKpBITOM cMbicien). [lepabiii gaditap (BakiTe 1-4003) [ Mep. ¢ nepeuack. O.
AKMMYIIKHHA, A. XHCMaTyA/MHa U AD., 104 ped. A. XucMaTtyanuHa. CI16.:
NeTtepdyprekoe pocTokosenente, 2007 (448 ¢),



1104 holson, which would generate the following Russian verse translations, more re-
liable and preserving the sense intended by Rumi in the original” (p. 15}). On the
whole, the translation of the first daftar has been done in the mode of sacred text
interpretation, the poetic dimension of the Masnavi left unattended both in trans-
lation and in commentary.

As far as I know, translation of further volumes is now in progress; the se-
cond and the third daftar are taken care of by another team of scholars in Dag-
hestan, with Prof. Nuri Osmanov as the leading author. So, hopefully, it is a mat-
ter of several years before the gap between the poet Rumi and his poetry is finally
bridged. And, hopefully, the 21st century scholars in Russia will build up the ne-
cessary strength to attack the enormous fortune of Rumi’s Ghazaliyat as well.

N

DESPITE the scarce amount of Rumi texts in Russian, there is still one with a tra-
dition of reception. It is the famous beginning of the Masnavi, the Nay-nama. One
can count at least seven renderings of the text, in prose and in verse, full and ab-
ridged, translated directly from the original and based on intermediary scratch (A.
Krimskiy, A. Starikov, M. Diakonov, V. Derzhavin, N. Grebnev, Banu Lahuti, O.
Akimushkin). They cover a period from the beginning of the 20th up to the begin-
ning of the 21st century. These opening 34 or 35 lines tell us about the separation
of the lover, personified as the reed (nay), from the reed-bed, where he used to be-
long, that is, from his Fatherland, the land of the Beloved. It ﬁas been argued that
“this prelude to the Masnavi captures the major themes that appear in the ensuing
several thousand rhyming couplets.... What the reed stands for in Rumi’s life, as
well as in the life of the poem, is an essential question in understanding both the
Nay-namih and the Masnavi.”*® Whether the voice of the reed represents Rumi’s
Self purged of his self (Foruzanfar), or whether it is “The most Exalted Pen”, or the
soul of the deified Perfect Man, the disciple, Husam ad-Din (according to Nichol-
son), in any case, the imagery of the reed should be treated with utmost care. As I
am writing in English, [ have not yet been able to give any examples of the Rus-

3% E. Papan-Matin, “The Crisis of [dentity in Rumi's Tale of the Reed"” in Comparative
Studies of South Asio, Africa and the Middle East, 23, 182 (2003), p. 246

Natalia Chalisova Rumi in Russia: A story of translation



sian renderings of Rumi. Now I shall try to compensate for that by demonstrating
the fate of just one line of the Nay-nama (bayt 3) in Russian reception.
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The third line of the Nay-nama caused a lot of controversy among transla-
tors and commentators all over the world. It is deceptively easy in Persian and
very vulnerable in translation. The line is as follows:

The line demonstrates what the Persian critics call sahl-i mumtani‘ (unac-
hievable simplicity), the quality considered by poets and readers as the greatest
merit of Poetry. The bayt combines at least three figures of embellishment in
such a way that it still sounds as natural (matbu‘) and not ornate (masnu‘). The
first figure is an alliteration or fajnis between sharha and sharh; the second is a
“beautiful reason” (husn-i talil) found for the specific feature of the reed flute,
i. e. the small holes in its body. These holes make it possible for the reed to pro-
duce a sound. That kind of description has a long-standing tradition; the Persi-
an poets used to find fantastic reasons for the technical features of the reed pen.
For example, thgre are lots of verses about the tongue (zaba@n) of the galam,
which has been cut because of its indiscretion. Rumi extended this way of desc-
ription to the one other instrument made of reed and able to talk, the flute. The
reason for the cuts it has got in its breast is the pain of separation.

But the line also suggests an alternative way of understanding. Siéna could
point both to the breast of the flute and to the breast of the compassionate friend.
Hence, the third poetical figure, called iham (making one suppose), a kind of amp-
hibology or double entendre. Both meanings are equally important, and it is the-
ir intertwining in the discourse that creates the poetical sense of the verse.

Let us see now what has been made of that line in different Russian trans-
lations. This comparison may help us to understand the achieved degree of un-
derstanding Rumi on this “one line level”.

First let us quote the existing English renderings.
E. Whinfield {1887):

I burst my breast, striving to give vent to sighs,
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And to express the pangs of my yearning for my home.

Here only the first possibility is taken into account: “my breast” means the
breast of the flute.

R. Nicholson (1925}

[ want a bosom torn by severance that [ may unfold (to such a one) the pa-
in of love-desire.

Here only the second possibility is presented: “a bosom torn by severance”
means a compassionate friend.

The Russian versions:

A. Krimskiy (1914)

B cTpanaHHAX pasiiykd si TOTOBA HCTEP3ATh BCIO MPY/ib Ha JIOMTH, Jlulib 6
BbIJIAKTh-BhICKA3aTh CBK GOJIb-TOCKY 110 pOAHOMY lomMy!

In the pain of separation I am ready to tear my breast to pieces
To tell the story of my yearning for home.

In this first Russian translation the variant “my breast” is given in the text,

but the second understanding is discussed and turned down in the commentary:
“I consider my translation of the third bayt as the true one. A. Gaffarov in his
dictionary translates: I long for a bosom torn by severance... Rosen in his Ger-
man translation of the selection from the Masnavi put it like this: Ich such’ ein
sehnend Herz, in dessen Wunde - Ich giesse meines Trennungs-leides Kunde”.?!

A. Starikov (1935)

9 rpyAb CBIO TOTOBA pPa3pe3aTb Ha KYCKH,

UToG BhINJIAKaTh BCIO TOPEYb Pa3JiyKU M TOCKH.

I am ready to tear my breast into pieces

3 History... 1914, pp. 280-91.
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To wipe out the bitterness of separation and yearning.

This poetic translation, made directly from the original, chooses the “my
breast” variant in the text, but the second variant, also versified, is given in the
commentary:

O Kak bpl A X0Tena HaWTH Koro-HHuby b,

KTo, KaK U 51, B pa3fiyke CBOIO TeP3aeT IPyb.

Oh, I am so eager to find somebody,
Who, like me, is tearing his breast to pieces in separation®.
Cecilia Banu Lahuti (1983)

MHe, BUAHO, IDYAb, IPOH3UJIO PACCTaBaHbLE,
Yto6 MOT U3NTHTB BAKOIEHHOTO CTPajaHbs.

My breast seems to be stabbed with separation,
For | would be able to pour out the needs of the lover.

Banu Lahuty expresses only the first meaning, but the poetic idea is ren-
dered quite clearly: the reason for cutting the flute’s breast is to produce a
sound of pain.*?

V. Derzhavin (1957)

K ycTaM UCKPHBJIEHHBIM CTpajaHbeM, XOUY 51 BCErja npuiahars,
YTOB BEUHYIO KaXAy CBHAAHbBS BCeM CKOPOHBIM cep/ilaM NiepeAaTs.

I want to always press myself close to the lips twisted in pain,
To tell all the broken hearts about the eternal longing for a meeting.

N. Grebnev (1986)

32 \ostok... 1935, pp. 381-382.

33 Banu Lahuti, Vsad yo vyshel na zore... (At dawn | went into the Garden...),
translations from Persian Poetry, Dushanbe, 1983, p. 73.
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3acrbiliaB MECHI0 O MOEH HeJoe.

Is not your weeping from pain
caused by my song of distress?

Thus, in verse translations made by poets and based on word by word prose
renderings, the original imagery is substituted with suitable Russian poetic clic-
hes. In both cases the original meaning is literally lost in translation.

Akimushkin (2006)

I'pyasb [cBoOIO] pacceky s B KJIOUbS OT pa3iyKH,
J1aBbl BbiCKa3aTh 6OJb (CTPACTHOM) TOCKH/BOXAEJIEHH S

I will cut [my own] breast into pieces because of separation,
To express the pain of the (passionate) yearning [desire/

The latest achievement in the interpretation of the third bayt is, again, only
a partial solution of the problem, in spite of the fact that in that philological
work the words “my own” in “my own breast” have been put into square brac-
kets. The lack of attention to the poetical side of the text played a trick on the
translator. The Russian version of the line is not open to double understanding
and is not provided with any commentary, thus the “need for a friend” motif,
which appears in the Masnavi as early as in the third line, is lost again.

In my opinion, what a responsible translator should do is to suggest a
translation that is open for both interpretations:

I need a breast in pieces with separation,
For I can describe the pain of yearning

and provide it with a proper commentary on its double meaning. Only in this

case will the reader be able to hear the message of integrity at the very begin-
ning, which, ultimately, is of utmost importance for understanding the Masnavi.
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