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The Essential Rumi

*
Richard Hiam C

In what appears an ironic twist on Professor Huntington's “Clash of Civilizations” thesis,
one of the most consistently bestselling poets in the US over recent decades is a 13" century
Persian mystic and scholar of Islamic law (figh) who's delicate, ecstatic message of yearning for
the “truth” has captured the hearts of such American luminaries as Madonna, Demi Moore and
others. And its not just pop and celluloid stars with a passion, but also respected deep thinkers
such as Huston Smith and Jack Kornfield who have been smitten by Rumi's poetic plume and
his “simple groundedness,” tone and imagery in verse that intensely expresses the seeker's
longing, striving and ultimate rapture within the “Beloved.” Indeed, 2007 saw Rumi, considered
by Kornfield as the world's greatest spiritual poet, celebrated by UNESCO and around the world
as a symbol of tolerance, compassion and humanity in an unenlightened moderm world so
evidently lacking in such qualities.

“The Essential Rumi” translated by famous Rumi lover Coleman Barks is a compilation
of the mystics renderings into free verse broken into 27 divisions of what Barks describes as
“playful palimpsests spread over Rumi's imagination”, designed to “confuse scholars who would
divide Rumi’s poetry into accepted categories.” This is not a cynical ploy to provoke the enthu-
siast but perhaps rather a reference to the Sufi and esoteric origins of the verse expressing all
the passion, pleading, pleasure and pathos of the lover's quest for union with a beloved. What
may surprise the uninitiated to Sufi poetry are the frequent allusions to, not only to the sensual,
but also the blatantly sexual, in teasing and amusing terms full of references to wine, drunkedness
and a variety of earthy, human emotions and weaknesses. Such language may appear out of
place in an orthodox Islamic context but the Sufis have always been seen by many in the
clerical establishment as way-wood extremists if not outright heretics. And to understand the
emotions, subtleties and mystery of Rumi it helps to appreciate his Sufi roots and its distin-

guishing perspectives.

Sufis, in their multifarious guises, represent the gentle, tolerant, love-oriented side of
Islam, in direct contrast to the conservative and fundamentalist interpretations well recognized
in its Salafist or Wahabi forms, misunderstood by many in the West as normative of Islam. In
reality, despite syncretism and eclectic influences, historically Sufis have considered them-
selves true Muslims seeking a direct experience of Allah, often through otherwise frowned upon
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practices such as dancing and music. They are noted for their ascetic tendencies as well as their
overwhelming contributions to Islamic art, architecture, science and intellectual thought. It was
the Sufis who spread the word of “submission” throughout the East, not by the sword but rather by
example as models for their message of compassion and peace which evidently struck a chord in
the hearts and minds of the people from the Maghreb to Indonesia. The term “Darwish” or dervish
is known to many as a reference to wandering God-seekers, usually ascetic and often quietist or
musical, and always absorbed by the imminence of the Supreme. Dervish is also a name familiar
to those acquainted with the group of mystical “whirlers” from Konya in modern day Turkey, famed
for their distinctively tall conical hats and wide flaring skirts in which, arms outstretched, they
spin round and round, like a top, in deep meditation. Maulana Jalaluddin Rumi was the founder of
this group and yet, despite its international fame today, it is a tragic irony that the whirling
dervishes, though not the poetry, remains banned in Turkey in accordance with that state’s strict
secular policies.

Behind the profundity of the message and the sublime beauty of the verse in this collec-
tion lies the translation of Barks who for years has worked to bring well-deserved attention to
Rumi's work. In another twist though, the fact that Barks who is a well-known poet in his own
right, does not understand the Persian original, probably works in the reader's favour. From pains-
taking study of creditable but more literal translations by distinguished scholars such as Arberry
and Nicholson, Barks has managed to free the verse of its academic rigidity to re-create the subtle
intimacy and playful brashness that permeates much of Rumi's magic.

Popularizing Rumi in this way while clearly a bonus for publishers does not go down well
with all hardcore fans and some critics point out that loose, second-hand translations inevitably
detract from the technical precision of the original which they claim is fundamental to the commu-
nication of the mystical message which is at the heart of Rumi's creativity rather than mere

emotional outpourings.

In truth, Rumi, as a Sufi, in unlikely to be too perturbed by suggestions of tampering when
the carefully crafted result that Barks produces for us here retains the raw, evocative and ulti-

mately compelling essence behind America’s favourite poet. @
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