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Translating Divine Verses: Challenges in Conveying
the Spirit of Saint Poetry

Abstract :

Translating saint poetry presents unique
challenges due to its intricate blend of
linguistic, cultural, and spiritual elements.
Saint poetry, often viewed as a direct
expression of divine inspiration, transcends
mere artistic endeavor to encapsulate
profound religious truths and personal
revelations. The primary challenge in
translating such works lies in preserving not
only the literal meaning of the words but also
the sacred essence, spiritual depth, and

cultural significance embedded within them.

This paper explores the complexities
translators face when engaging with saint
poetry, focusing on issues like linguistic
barriers, the untranslatability of certain
religious symbols, and the risk of distorting the

spiritual message. It also examines the role of
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faith and religious context in the translation
process, emphasizing how the translator's
understanding of the source material's
theological and  cultural  background
influences their decisions. By delving into case
studies from different religious traditions,
including Sufi, Christian mystic, and Hindu
devotional poetry, this paper highlights the
delicate balance required to capture both the
form and spirit of the original text. Ultimately,
this study underscores the importance of a
nuanced, culturally sensitive approach to
translating saint poetry, ensuring that the
divine essence of the original work is faithfully

conveyed to a global audience.
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Introduction

Saint poetry, composed by revered religious figures, is deeply intertwined with the spiritual
and cultural context of its origin. These works often serve not only as artistic expressions but
also as vehicles for divine wisdom and religious teachings. Translating such poetry is a task
that transcends linguistic barriers; it requires a delicate balance between faithfulness to the
original text and the necessity of making it comprehensible to an audience from a different
cultural or linguistic background. This paper will explore the various challenges faced in
translating saint poetry and the strategies employed to maintain the spiritual depth of the

original text.

The translation of saint poetry is a task that goes beyond the realm of mere linguistic transfer;
it is an intricate process that involves the careful preservation of spiritual essence, religious
context, and cultural nuances. Saint poetry, composed by revered religious figures, often
serves as a bridge between the divine and the human, offering profound insights into the
nature of faith, mysticism, and the soul’s connection with the divine. These works, whether
they are hymns, spiritual songs, or mystical verses, carry layers of meaning that are deeply

embedded in the specific religious and cultural contexts from which they arise.

Translating such works presents distinct challenges, as the very nature of saint poetry often
defies literal interpretation. Words in sacred poetry carry symbolic weight, and their rhythm,
rhyme, and metaphors are intricately linked to the spiritual experience they aim to convey.
This paper explores the difficulties translators face when tasked with transferring the sacred
messages of saint poetry into another language, where linguistic and cultural barriers can
distort or dilute the original intent. By examining key challenges and employing case studies
from diverse religious traditions, this paper highlights the delicate balance translators must

strike to maintain both the beauty and the spiritual integrity of these divine verses.
The Nature of Saint Poetry

Saint poetry is distinct from other literary forms due to its religious and spiritual themes. It
often explores divine mysteries, religious doctrines, and personal experiences of saints,
making it a unique genre that fuses sacred experience with literary artistry. In this section, the

characteristics of saint poetry are explored, drawing on examples from different traditions,
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such as Christian hymns, Islamic Sufi poetry, and Hindu bhajans.
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Translation Theories and Approaches

Translation studies offer various approaches that can be applied to the translation of saint
poetry. This paper will review the key theories, including Eugene Nida's theory of dynamic
equivalence, which emphasizes the importance of conveying meaning over literal translation,
and Lawrence Venuti’s idea of foreignization and domestication. By examining these
theories, this section provides a theoretical framework for understanding how translators can

approach the challenge of saint poetry.
Cultural and Religious Context

The religious and cultural context of the original text plays a critical role in the translation
process. This section examines how the translator understands of the source culture and
religion affects the translation of saint poetry. The paper will explore the complexities of
translating religious symbols, theological concepts, and spiritual experiences, which may not

have direct counterparts in the target language or culture.
Challenges in Translating Saint Poetry
Linguistic Barriers

Language itself is a primary barrier in the translation of saint poetry. This section will focus
on how linguistic structures, such as metaphor, rhyme, and rhythm, shape the meaning of the
original text and how these elements can be challenging to replicate in translation. The issue
of untranslatable words and phrases will also be discussed, highlighting the limitations

translators face when attempting to preserve the original beauty and impact of the poetry.
Maintaining the Spiritual Essence

Saint poetry is often written with the intent of conveying deep spiritual truths. Translators
must work to preserve not only the meaning of the words but also the spiritual essence behind
them. This section will explore how translators navigate the delicate balance between
religious fidelity and poetic artistry, considering the role of divine inspiration in the creation

of the poetry and its transmission through translation.

Cultural and Religious Sensitivity
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The translation of saint poetry is fraught with the risk of misinterpretation due to differences
in religious beliefs and cultural norms. This section will address how translators handle these
sensitive areas, especially when translating works from one religious tradition to another.
Case studies from the translation of Islamic Sufi poetry and Christian hymns will be used to

illustrate how cultural and religious values influence translation choices.
Case Studies
Translation of Rumi’s Poetry

Jalal al-Din Rumi, a 13th-century Persian poet and Sufi mystic, is one of the most widely
translated saints. This case study will explore how various translators, including Coleman
Barks and Reynold A. Nicholson, have approached Rumi’s poetry, with particular attention to

how they handle the spiritual and cultural elements that are central to his work.

Rumi’s poetry is deeply intertwined with Sufi mysticism, using symbolic language,
metaphors, and allegories to convey spiritual truths and the mystical experience of union with
the divine. The challenge for translators is to capture not only the literal meaning but also the
emotional and spiritual essence of the text. Many of Rumi’s poems are laden with
metaphorical language that reflects a mystical worldview, and translating these metaphors
requires careful attention to both the text’s literal meaning and its deeper spiritual

significance.

One of the most prominent figures in translating Rumi’s work into English is Coleman Barks,
whose translations have made Rumi’s poetry widely accessible to Western audiences. Barks,
however, takes a more interpretive approach to translation, often prioritizing the spiritual
essence and emotional impact of the poems over a strictly literal translation. While this
approach has been praised for its ability to convey the mystical and transformative power of
Rumi’s verses, it has also drawn criticism for straying too far from the original Persian text.
Critics argue that Barks' translations sometimes lose the linguistic beauty and intricate

wordplay present in Rumi’s original poems.

In contrast, other translators like Reynold A. Nicholson and A.J. Arberry have adhered more
closely to a literal translation, aiming to preserve the original structure, rhythm, and

vocabulary of Rumi’s poetry. While these translations may be more faithful to the original

1S -696

SN: 2395-6968

Impact Factor : 4.153


http://www.epitomejournals.com/

Page 24| http://www.epitomejournals.com Vol. 6 Issue9  Sept 2020 ISSN: 2395-6968

text, they can sometimes feel more formal or less accessible to modern readers, particularly

those without a background in Persian language or Sufi mysticism.

A key challenge in translating Rumi’s poetry lies in the untranslatable aspects of the original
Persian language. Persian is rich in double meanings and wordplay that can be difficult to
convey in English or other languages. For example, the Persian word ishq (meaning "love")
has a deeply spiritual and philosophical connotation in Sufi thought that cannot be fully
captured in a single word in English. Similarly, the concept of fana (the annihilation of the
self in God) and baga (the enduring existence in God) are integral to Rumi’s teachings but

can be difficult for non-Sufi readers to grasp in translation.

Additionally, Rumi’s use of rhythm, meter, and rhyme is central to the aesthetic power of his
poetry. Translators face the difficult task of recreating the musicality and flow of Rumi’s
verse while still preserving its meaning. Many translators opt for free verse to retain the
emotional impact of the poetry, though this often means sacrificing the rhyme and meter that

are integral to the original text.
Translation of Saint John of the Cross’s Mystical Poems

Saint John of the Cross, a Spanish mystic and poet, composed deeply spiritual works that
delve into the soul’s journey toward God. This case study will examine the challenges of
translating his complex theological and mystical language into English, focusing on the

translator’s role in preserving the metaphysical aspects of his poetry.

Saint John of the Cross, a 16th-century Spanish mystic, poet, and theologian, is renowned for
his profound mystical poetry that delves deeply into the soul’s journey toward union with
God. His works, including The Dark Night of the Soul (Noche Oscura del Alma), The
Spiritual Canticle (Céantico Espiritual), and The Living Flame of Love (Llama de Amor Viva),
are considered masterpieces of Christian mysticism. These poems are not merely literary
works but expressions of Saint John’s intense spiritual experience and theological insights
into the soul’s purification and ascent to divine communion. Translating his poetry, however,
is a formidable challenge, as it involves the task of capturing both the depth of spiritual

meaning and the literary beauty of the original Spanish text.
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Saint John of the Cross's poetry is rich in symbolic language and deeply rooted in Christian
mysticism, particularly the themes of divine darkness, the struggle for purity, and the mystical
union of the soul with God. A central difficulty in translating Saint John of the Cross’s poetry
is the inherent challenge of conveying the deep and paradoxical spiritual experiences
described in his works. The language itself is another challenge. Saint John’s Spanish is
highly poetic, with a refined, almost liturgical quality, rich in metaphors, allusions, and
complex syntax. His use of language often reflects a precise theological framework, with
words that resonate both spiritually and philosophically. Translators must decide whether to
prioritize literal accuracy or to capture the emotional and theological essence of the poetry,
which often requires a more interpretive approach. Saint John’s language is also deeply
symbolic—terms such as “night,” “darkness,” “flame,” and “light” carry multiple layers of
meaning that transcend the literal sense, making it difficult to find exact equivalents in

another language.
Translation of Mirabai’s Devotional Songs

Mirabai, a 16th-century saint-poetess of the Bhakti tradition in India, composed devotional
songs that express her love for Lord Krishna. This case study will explore the challenges of
translating Mirabai’s devotional poems, which are rooted in a specific religious context and

often use colloquial, regional language.

Mirabai, a 16th-century saint-poetess and ardent devotee of Lord Krishna, is one of the most
prominent figures in the Bhakti movement. Her devotional songs, known as bhajans, express
her deep love, devotion, and longing for Krishna. These songs often reflect personal
experiences of divine union, spiritual surrender, and the joy of mystical love. Translating
Mirabai’s devotional songs presents unique challenges due to their cultural, religious, and

linguistic depth.

Mirabai’s poetry is deeply rooted in the religious and cultural context of medieval India,
particularly the Vaishnavite traditions of Rajasthan. Her lyrics often contain regional dialects,
idiomatic expressions, and colloquial language that carry layers of meaning. Translators face
the challenge of preserving not only the literal meaning of her words but also the emotional

and spiritual essence that is conveyed through these regional expressions. For example, the
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term ishq (love), which carries significant spiritual connotations in Sufi and Bhakti contexts,

is difficult to translate adequately into languages outside South Asia without losing its depth.

Furthermore, Mirabai’s songs often contain references to specific cultural practices, rituals,
and symbolism that are specific to the Indian devotional tradition. Translating these
references in a way that remains faithful to the original and being accessible to a broader
audience requires delicate balancing. Concepts such as divine love (prema) and the
devotee’s relationship with the god Krishna are integral to her poetry but may be challenging
for non-Hindu readers to fully grasp.

Another major challenge in translating Mirabai’s devotional songs is the preservation of their
musicality and rhythm. Her compositions were often meant to be sung, and their melody

plays a key role in expressing the emotional intensity of her devotion. While some translators
opt for free verse to focus on the meaning, others may attempt to retain a sense of rhythm and

rhyme, which can sometimes result in loss of cultural specificity or emotional resonance.

Translators such as A.J. Alston, who worked on translating Mirabai’s poetry into English,
often employ a combination of literal translation and interpretive approaches. These
translations aim to capture the spiritual beauty of her songs while making them
comprehensible and emotionally resonant to readers from diverse cultural backgrounds.
However, some critics argue that, due to the inherent limitations of translation, the nuances of

Mirabai’s devotional intensity can be difficult to replicate in other languages.
Strategies for Translating Saint Poetry
Dynamic Equivalence vs. Formal Equivalence

This section will discuss the strategies translators’ use to find the right balance between
dynamic equivalence (focused on meaning and effect) and formal equivalence (focused on
word-for-word accuracy). The paper will analyze examples where dynamic equivalence may
be more appropriate for conveying the spiritual essence of the poetry, while formal
equivalence may be necessary in cases where the text’s structure and form are crucial to its

meaning.

Creative Adaptation and Paraphrasing
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Since direct translation may not always be possible, many translators turn to creative
adaptation or paraphrasing to capture the spirit of saint poetry. This section will explore how

these techniques are used to convey the emotional and spiritual power of the original work.
Interlinear Translation and Annotated Editions

In some cases, an interlinear translation—where the original text is placed above the
translated text—can help maintain a connection to the source material. This section will
discuss the use of interlinear translations and annotated editions in the context of saint poetry,

particularly when dealing with highly symbolic or culturally specific content.
Conclusion

The translation of saint poetry is an art that requires sensitivity to both the linguistic and
spiritual dimensions of the text. Translators must navigate a complex web of cultural,
religious, and linguistic factors to convey not only the literal meaning but also the profound
spiritual messages inherent in these works. This paper has explored the main challenges
involved in the translation of saint poetry and proposed strategies that translators can employ
to ensure the faithful transmission of both the form and spirit of the original texts. Through
careful analysis and innovative approaches, translators can bridge the gap between cultures

and bring the divine words of saints to a global audience.
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