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And all should cry, Beware! Beware!
His flashing eyes, his floating hair!
Weave a circle round him thrice,
And close your eyes with holy dread,
For he on honey-dew hath fed,
And drunk the milk of Paradise.
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Appendix I
Kubla Khan

So twice five miles of fertile ground
With walls and towers were girdled round:
And here were gardens bright with sinuous rills
Where blossomed many an incense-bearing tree;
And here were forests ancient as the hills,
Enfolding sunny spots of greenery.
But oh! that deep romantic chasm which slanted
Down the green hill athwart a cedarn cover!
A savage place! as holy and enchanted
As e’er beneath a waning moon was haunted
By woman wailing for her demon-lover!
And from this chasm, with ceaseless turmoil seething,
As if this earth in fast thick pants were breathing,
A mighty fountain momently was forced;
Amid whose swift half-intermitted burst
Huge fragments vaulted like rebounding hail,
Or chaffy grain beneath the thresher’s flail:
And ‘mid these dancing rocks at once and ever
It flung up momently the sacred river.
Five miles meandering with a mazy motion
Through wood and dale the sacred river ran,
Then reached the caverns measureless to man,
And sank in tumult to a lifeless ocean:
And ‘mid this tumult Kubla heard from far
Ancestral voices prophesying war!
The shadow of the dome of pleasure

To such a deep delight ‘t would win me
That with music loud and long,
I would build that dome in air,
That sunny dome! those caves of ice!
And all who heard should see them there,
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and little reformulation. 
There are three appendices after the reference section: in the first, 

Coleridge’s poem appears; in the second, I write my own translation of 
the poem using the traditional Arabic form; and the last one is my transla-
tion of the same poem using Arabic free verse form. In my translation of 
“Kubla Khan”, I use the run on lines of Al-Mutaqarabبحر المتقارب  (one of 
the traditional Arabic metered forms of poetry) to capture the sound and 
spirit of Coleridge’s poem with its flowing Alf River and the quick pants of 
the fountain. From these two examples, the reader can decide whether my 
translation is successful by measuring it against the original. The reader can 
also decide which form better captures the essence of the poem. 
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this unique task. In such a state, he melts himself with the poet’s vision and 
imagination embodied in the source poem, assimilates the spirit of the poem 
and then manipulates his own vision and imagination. The mystical bond that 
exists between the poet-translator and the poet of the source poem enables the 
former to uncover the mystery that lies at the heart of the translated poem. 
Thus, the poet-translator is the only translator who is able to live the poet’s 
spiritual life of the source poem when translating, but the new, translated 
poem is not “finished’ in the same way as” the source poem (Westerberg 
1996) because it is inevitably colored by the poet-translator’s self as an art-
ist. Thus, creativity in translating poetry is inevitable, and the production is 
never an exact copy of the original. Kevin O’Rourke (1998, 196) expresses 
this idea when he writes: “The experience of translating poetry texts leads 
eventually…to the view that translation is creative after all and not just a 
mechanical procedure…”, and that is why the translated text appears to be 
full of life and not just a lifeless reconstruction in the target language. 

The Importance of Readers
and My Way of Translating Poetry

The poet-translator should keep in mind that the translated poem is ad-
dressed to readers, and so the poet-translator bears a special responsibility 
toward them in producing a faithful and original poem for their apprehen-
sion and appreciation. Richard Jackson (2003) intelligently observed that 
translators should consider “the contemporary reader … along with the 
meaning and rhythms” of the poem because the purpose of an author is to 
be read and understood. The translator must discard what destroys the power 
of creativity and the readers’ pleasure in enjoying poetry. As an example of 
translating poetry into poetry, and as a demonstration of my respect for my 
readers and desire to engage their valuable opinions, I include my transla-
tion of Coleridge’s poem “Kubla Khan.” First, I would like to record my own 
approach to translating poetry: I choose a poem with which I am already 
familiar and love because, I feel, love gives me poetic inspiration and the 
ability to understand its deep message. Thus, I assimilate the spirit of the 
poem and have an unwritten translated version drafted in my mind, taking 
into consideration the literal meaning of the poem. When I start writing my 
translated version, usually the first draft is the final draft with few alterations 
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expressions and cannot convey the message of the poetry. 

The Importance of Poetic Creativity 
Despite the importance of faithfulness to the original text, poetic creativity 

is the force that gives life to the translated poem. Through poetic imagina-
tion, the source poem inspires the poet-translator at the true moment of 
translation, which is as creative as poetic inspiration. In this state of exul-
tation, the poet-translator could turn the poem in the source language into 
an original, fresh poem in the target language. Without this, the translated 
poem will be lifeless. Middleton (1998, 132) says, “there is reason to think 
that translation is not a copy in another idiom but a creative transcription 
which has ensued upon a deep assimilation of the so called ‘spirit’ of the 
original text.” The translated poem “is indeed, a new poem and an integral 
part of the contemporary, vivid, poetic sense of the new language…” (Zdanys 
1982). Therefore,

the person who translates it [poetry] from one language to another has to 
be a good poet of both the languages… Moreover, understanding the tone 
of poetry written in one language and converting it into another require a 
tremendous amount of effort. And most important thing is, the conversion 
should end up with a good piece in the new language. (Hassan Al Abdullah 
2001, 1-2)

Ways of Translating Poetry 
I believe that each individual is a unique translator who has a unique way 

of dealing with different poems because each poem poses different problems 
for the translator. Consequently, each poem needs a different solution. This 
is why, in my opinion, we do not have records, for which I have searched , 
from the most famous translators describing how they go about the business 
of translating poetry. However, blending faithfulness to the original text with 
the poet-translator’s imagination and creativity is the best general framework 
for translating poetry. Robert Wechsler (2004) says, “Every performing art 
has hundreds of books about the people who do it, about its history, its pains 
and its joys. Everyone, that is, except literary translation.” 

Even without written records, we can envision how a poet-translator could 
turn a poem into a poem through the magical moments that draw him to 
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full physical reality” (Saint-Andre 1994, 2). Samuel Hazo (1999) describes 
the ideal translator as   

one who is fluent spiritually as well as linguistically in the language from 
which he is translating and equally fluent spiritually as well as linguistically 
in the language into which he is transposing the original. This is a high 
qualification, and most translators do not and cannot meet it…Translating 
a vision is more than translating words.

(Rodrigues 2001, 2)  

Using Literal Translation Alone 
Is Insufficient to Translate Poetry

It is true that a literal translation, or word-for-word translation with little 
modifications to conform to the structure of the target language, allows the 
translator to follow very closely the source text, but at the same time it makes 
the translated text, particularly poetry, mechanical and far from being alive. 
This type of translation does not make a poem. Snell-Hornby describes word-
for-word translation as “dancing on ropes with fettered legs” and asserts 
that literal translation is useless because “language is not merely a static 
inventory of items and rules but a multifaceted and structured complex” 
(Mikkelson 1998, 2).  Jane Hirshfield says, “A literal word-for-word trot is 
not a translation…The simple conveyance of meaning is not translation” 
(Jackson 2003, 2) because translation is “not simply a matter of substitut-
ing words of one language with direct equivalents from another language” 
(Campbell 2000). Wayne Leman says, “Word-for-word translation does not 
necessarily increase accuracy. In fact, it often reduces accuracy.” Stephen 
Mitchell believes that “the freest translation is sometimes the most faithful”, 
and Raymond Fredman goes beyond that when he says, “a translation that 
respects the rules of grammar must be a false translation of the original” 
(Jackson 2003, 2).   

Thus, it is unacceptable to adopt a literal translation and the so-called 
literal authenticity of the original text at the expense of poetic imagination 
because adopting a literal translation alone is an offence against the spirit 
of poetry. Thus, it destroys its core. Literal translation of poetry “is just what 
translations can never supply” (Halberg 1995). Therefore, translators should 
avoid this type of poetry translation because it ruins the beauty of poetic 

14



Al-Quds University Journal for Research and Studies - No.11 - October 2007

words of one language into the words of another, more or less accurately. 
What the poets do is pour carefully the wine of a poem from the bottle of one 
language into the decanter of another. It is the soul of the wine that concerns 
them most, and no matter if there are a few splashes and overflows… The 
ideal translator of poetry is a poet himself. (Rodrigues 2001, 2) 

A poet-translator, with his fertility of spirit, produces an overall effect 
of a piece of poetry, and, sometimes, he is even successful in reweaving the 
original spell. These qualities enable the poet-translator to give birth to a 
new poem in another language.

Faithfulness to the Original Poem Versus Originality
The poet-translator’s imagination and the input of his own emotions and 

ideas are insufficient to translate poetry because he will necessarily be con-
strained by his faithfulness to the literal meaning of the poem, its historical 
horizon, and to what “was intended by the original author” (Ball 1995). That 
is, two opposite forces are working on every poet-translator: his freedom to 
create, which takes him away from the source text, and his faithfulness to the 
original text, which brings him closer to it as well as to its composer’s legacy 
and tradition. However, it is part of the poet-translator’s magic to strike such 
a delicate balance. This is another sign that the poet-translator’s job “is a 
more complex matter, and a different one” than that of other translators, 
whether professional or amateur (Westerberg 1996). 

It is clear that faithfulness to the original text compels the poet-translator 
to be controlled “by the need to give the best possible expression of the original 
message in the target language” (Asfour 2000, 15), while creativity, on the 
other hand, entices him to extreme deviation. Thus, creativity is checked by 
faithfulness, and the fetters of faithfulness are loosened by creativity. This 
balance proves that Robert Frost’s well-known cliché “Poetry is what is 
lost in translation” is an exaggeration of a reality (TranslatorsCaf 2004, 3). 
However, this ability to strike a balance is crucial in differentiating between 
the poet-translator and a non-poet translator. The former is able to translate 
the spirit, which includes the rhythm and mood, and the body, that is, the 
literal meaning of the poem. The latter translates the body, rather than the 
spirit. Rand says the translator “has to embody the soul created by the author 
of the work; a special kind of creativeness is required to bring that soul into 
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Introduction
Translating poetry requires more than mastery of the source and the 

target languages (though linguistic proficiency is the first requisite). It also 
demands “a cognitive rapport with the text” (Farghal 2000) and “knowledge 
of both the source and the target cultures and … literary history” (Ball 1995). 
Translating poetry is a far more demanding profession than many envision 
because of the nature of poetry itself, which, of course, creates many of this 
profession’s problems and challenges. Not just any professional translator 
can “capture a poem” (Saint-Andre 1994) because this type of translation is 
not just an acquired skill, but a talent and an inborn capacity. Thus, high-
quality literary translation is always the domain of the few. No one who has 
truly translated poetry “can deny the real element of art involved in the act of” 
this type of translation (Gross 1991), which is as delicate a task as “skating 
on thin ice” and “fishing through a hole in the ice” (Anthony 1996). Some, 
such as Dryden, even go to the extreme and say that “no man is capable of 
translating poetry” (Caldwell 2000, 1) and that poetry is “almost impossible 
to translate accurately because it depends as much on form as it does on 
meaning” (TranslatorsCaf 2004). 

 

A Poet Can Translate Poetry
Poet-translators have the special skills that are necessary to translate po-

etry into poetry. This does not mean that non-poets cannot translate poetry, 
but they are incapable of translating poetry into poetry. Therefore, I start 
with an assumption accepted by some and rejected by others, which I try to 
prove, that only a poet can translate poetry into poetry because this type of 
translation is an act of creation, which is at the same level and degree of 
achievement as creating a poem, complete with its own system of sounds and 
rhythm. The special, skillful arrangement of words with their effect, combined 
with the organic elements of a poem demand a poet who can preserve these 
in the translated text. Thus, “making a translation a poem” needs “as much 
as the original” (Saint-Andre 1994). Therefore, the best person to translate 
poetry is “the actual poet” (Walker 1998). James Kirkup emphasizes the 
same idea when he says: 

It takes a poet to translate a poet ... What the translators do is transfer the 
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Abstract

Those who translate know well that translating literature, particularly 
poetry, is a complex process. Thus, this paper explores the specialty of trans-
lating poetry because this type of translation needs, in my opinion, a unique 
translator--a poet. Translating poetry into poetry is a skill that requires the 
same level and degree of creativity as writing a poem, complete with its new 
system of sounds and rhythm. A poet-translator is an artist who reveals his 
emotions and ideas and, at the same time, he needs to strike a balance between 
his desire to produce a translation that is poetry and his faithfulness to the 
original text in the source language. Consequently, despite his faithfulness, 
there are gains achieved by the poet-translator through his creation of fresh 
and striking images in the target language. As an example, the poem “Kubla 
Khan” by Samuel Taylor Coleridge is included at the end of the paper, fol-
lowed by my two literary translations of this poem using the traditional form 
and the free verse form, respectively. 
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