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The Koran Interpreted by Arthur Arberry: A Deep
Dive into a Landmark Translation

Have you ever felt the pull of a different culture, a different faith, a different way of
understanding the world? For those seeking a deeper understanding of Islam, the Quran
stands as a central text, rich in history, spirituality, and profound meaning. But accessing
this meaning can be challenging. Many translations exist, each with its own nuances and
interpretations. This post delves into The Koran Interpreted by Arthur Arberry, a translation
that has significantly shaped the understanding of the Quran in the English-speaking world.
We’ll explore its strengths, weaknesses, and lasting impact, offering a comprehensive
review that will leave you better equipped to approach this pivotal religious text.

Arthur Arberry: The Man Behind the Translation

Before we delve into the translation itself, it's crucial to understand the translator. Arthur
John Arberry (1905-1969) was a renowned British orientalist, a scholar specializing in the
languages and cultures of the East. His expertise extended far beyond Arabic; he was fluent
in Persian, Turkish, and Urdu, among others. This broad linguistic foundation allowed him to
approach the Quran with a depth of understanding that many other translators lacked.
Arberry's commitment to accuracy and his profound respect for the source text shine
through in his work. He wasn't merely translating words; he was conveying the spirit and
intent of the original Arabic. His approach wasn't just academic; he possessed a genuine
appreciation for the beauty and power of the Quranic language, striving to render it into
English in a way that preserved its elegance and eloquence. Understanding Arberry's
background is key to understanding the impact of his translation.

Arberry's Approach: Accuracy vs. Accessibility

One of the most significant debates surrounding Quranic translations revolves around the
balance between literal accuracy and accessible readability. Arberry aimed for a balance,
striving for a translation that was both faithful to the original Arabic and engaging for the
English reader. He wasn't afraid to employ poetic language to capture the rhythm and
beauty of the Quranic verse, a stylistic choice that sets his work apart from more strictly
literal translations. While some critics argue that his occasional use of poetic license
compromises literal accuracy, many others praise his ability to capture the nuances of the
Arabic text in a way that is both intellectually stimulating and spiritually moving. This
choice made the Quran accessible to a wider audience beyond specialized scholars,
fostering greater engagement with the text.

Strengths of Arberry's Translation: Why It Remains



Influential

Elegance and Readability: Arberry's prose is undeniably beautiful. He manages to convey
the poetic and rhythmic quality of the Quranic Arabic, making the text a pleasure to read
even for those unfamiliar with the source language. This accessibility significantly increases
the potential readership and engagement with the text.

Scholarly Rigor: Despite his focus on readability, Arberry’s translation is firmly grounded in
scholarly research. He meticulously consulted various manuscripts and commentaries,
ensuring the accuracy of his rendering. This rigorous approach lends credibility to his work.

Influence on Subsequent Translations: Arberry's translation has served as a significant
influence on subsequent efforts. Many later translators have acknowledged his work as a
benchmark, drawing inspiration from his approach to both accuracy and style. Its lasting
impact on the field is undeniable.

Accessibility: The fact that this translation is readily available in numerous editions and
formats makes it easily accessible to a vast number of readers. Its continued printing
speaks to its ongoing relevance and demand.

Weaknesses and Criticisms of Arberry's Translation

While Arberry's translation boasts numerous strengths, it's not without its critics. Some
scholars argue that his stylistic choices, particularly his use of poetic license, occasionally
compromise literal accuracy. The balance between accuracy and readability remains a
point of contention. Furthermore, the evolving understanding of Islamic scholarship and the
Arabic language since Arberry's time has led some to suggest certain passages could be
interpreted differently in light of more recent research. It is important to remember that no
translation is perfect, and Arberry's is no exception. It's crucial to approach any translation,
including his, with a critical and nuanced perspective.

Using Arberry's Translation Effectively

To maximize the benefit of reading The Koran Interpreted by Arthur Arberry, consider these
points:

Consult Multiple Sources: Don't rely solely on one translation. Compare Arberry's rendering
with other translations to gain a broader understanding of the various interpretations.

Engage with Commentary: Supplement your reading with commentaries and scholarly
analyses to deepen your comprehension of the Quran's historical, cultural, and religious
context.

Consider the Context: Remember that the Quran was revealed over a period of time, and its
verses should be understood within their specific historical and social contexts.

Embrace the Ambiguity: Some passages might remain ambiguous even after careful study.
This ambiguity is often part of the text's richness and allows for multiple layers of



interpretation.

Conclusion

The Koran Interpreted by Arthur Arberry remains a landmark achievement in Quranic
translation. Its combination of scholarly rigor and literary elegance has made it a staple for
both academic and non-academic readers for decades. While it’s crucial to acknowledge its
limitations and consult other sources for a complete understanding, Arberry's translation
undeniably provides a powerful and accessible entry point into the world of the Quran. Its
enduring influence on the field of Islamic studies underscores its enduring value.

FAQs

Is Arberry's translation suitable for beginners? Yes, its readability makes it a good1.
starting point, but supplementary resources are recommended for a complete
understanding.

What are the main criticisms leveled against Arberry's translation? Some critics argue1.
that his poetic license compromises literal accuracy in certain passages.

Are there any alternative translations I should consider alongside Arberry's? Yes,1.
exploring translations by Yusuf Ali, Muhammad Asad, and Pickthall is highly
recommended for comparative study.

Where can I find a copy of The Koran Interpreted? It's widely available through online1.
retailers and bookstores, both in print and digital formats.

Is this translation considered religiously authoritative? No, no single translation is1.
considered religiously authoritative within Islam. Understanding the source text in
Arabic is ultimately considered the most authoritative approach.
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