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verified that they constantly face the same set of problems. One can safely assume that the same
translations would normally generate an even deeper set of misunderstandings in the hypothet­
ical general public who normally lack even access to the kinds of essential cautions and con­
trols that can be provided in the classroom setting.

3 Curiously enough, two important discussions of, and partial attempts to translate, this cen­
tral dimension of the Qur'an - each by Scholars of Arabic literature who are accomplished lit­
erary figures in their own right - have recently appeared in English and French. Michael Sells,
Approaching the Qur'an: The Early Revelations (White Cloud Press, 1999) also includes an
excellent CD providing a representative sampling of Qur'an reciters, both men and women, and
styles from seven countries; and Andre Miquel, L'Evenement: Le Coran, Sourate LVI (Paris:
Editions Odile Jacob, 1992). The approaches of the two authors are also quite complementary,
since Miquel focuses on more traditional Arabic rhetorical forms of analysis, while Sells'
approach is centred.on the challenges of communicating distinctive Qur'anic structures of gen­
der, rhythm, rhyme and pronominal reference to the English audience. In this context, although
it is also relevant to many of the issues raised below as well, we should also mention William
Graham's pioneering, but more wide-ranging, comparative discussion of the actual liturgical
contexts of the Qur'an-experience throughout the Islamic world, in his Beyond the Written
Wonl: Oral Aspects ofScripture in the History ofReligion (Cambridge University Press, 1988).

4 Unfortunately, these efforts, which often appear first in traditional centres of Islamic learn­
ing far from Western libraries and publishing circuits, remain largely scattered.

5 One such experiment can be found, with detailed explanatory apparatus, in our article
'Dramatizing the Sura of Joseph: An Introduction to the Islamic Humanities', in the Annemarie
Schimmel Festschrift special issue of the Journal of Turkish Studies, Harvard, vol. xvm
(1994), pp. 201-224.

6 Here one should stress that of course both of those forms of historicist scholarship have often
provided indispensable tools and discoveries to translators, and that in any case they have their
own justifications and independent scholarly interest. But as indicated in section 2 above, the
important thing is to be aware, given a particular goal in translation, of the ways in which such
tools can further that purpose or can instead become inadvertent obstacles to particular types
and aims of communication.

7 To avoid any possible misunderstandings, we should emphasise once again that what is in
question here is not the nature of the Biblical sources or translations as such, but the central
pedagogical question of the assumptions and associations which non-specialist students actu­
ally bring to their reading and study of the translations. Often it can be helpful - again, to help
short-circuit the mass of misleading assumptions students typically bring to 'religious' texts
and traditions - to shift into literary reference-points without that body of associations. For
example, students with a serious literary background often find Pound's Cantos are a particu­
larly helpful starting point to appreciate the distinctive structural features and 'audience-text'
relations of the Qur'an, as well as providing (along with much other modem poetry) a useful
mine of suggestions for ways of experimentally translating the Qur'an which have not yet
found their way into print.

8 Specifically, the cinematic art (1) immediately involves the 'syn-aesthesis' of aural, visual­
symbolic, and dramatic dimensions essential to the experience of the Qur'an, and (2) radically
integrates the distinctive spiritually (and psychically) realistic interplay of multiple dimensions
of time and perspective which is likewise integral to the fundamental structures of Qur'anic
expression discussed below.

9 Hanna E. Kassis, A Concordance of the Qur'an (Berkeley: University of California Press,
1984). While the English terms included in the index are those of Arberry's translation, the
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author also includes several other of the most-used English translations in his discussions of
each Arabic root.

ID Unless it is the recurrent litanies of the divine Names: see point 3.8 below.

11 Sural Yusuf(see our translation cited in n. 5 above) provides especially fruitful and striking
illustrations of this phenomenon, and dramatising even a small part of it can radically trans­
form students' appreciation of the distinctive structures and rhetorical richness of the Qur'an.

12 See his essay on 'Sound, Spirit and Gender', pp. 183-207 (summarising several earlier
studies) in the recent volume cited in n. 3 above.


