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For my yār and nūr-i chashm, Sayyida Shīrīn.
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ON TRANSLITERATION

The question of transliterating Persian and Arabic words is complex and occasionally controversial. Most readers will only encounter Persian transliteration in the case of proper nouns, often written by laypersons. You may meet your friend Mohammad from Qom for some kebab koobideh, or is that Muhammad, Qum, and kabab kubide? Do Iranian Jews celebrate Hanukkah in Esfahan or Chanukah in Isfahan?

Native speakers often Latinize Persian in a way that seems intuitive to them, or in a way that sacrifices form for clarity. For example, Rumi’s name is often pronounced rum-ee by the unfamiliar. Perhaps a more foolproof spelling would be Roomy. Similarly, many a Kāmrān and Shirvīn have spelled their names as Cameron and Sherwin.

Academics transliterate Persian with standardization and backward compatibility in mind. Each Persian letter is assigned a Latin counterpart. This system is followed strictly—whether or not the results are easy to interpret for the uninitiated—which is why we have Rumi instead of Roomie or Roomy.

I have opted for a slightly modified version of the Inter-national Journal of Middle East Studies (IJMES) system. Therefore, you may not be accustomed to the spelling of some Persian words. For example, Husayn instead of Hossein or Hussain and Shams al-Din instead of Shamsoddin or Shamsaddin. When words are well established in English, I have opted for the common spelling, such as Mecca and kohl, which should be Makkah and kuhl according to the IJMES system.

Although you can recite Rumi’s Persian poetry in any accent, the rhyme scheme occasionally requires you to mimic his native Tajik dialect (also known as Dari). For example, Rumi rhymes the words khwash (nice) with kash (pull). If you were to read these in a modern Iranian accent (khush and kesh, respectively), the rhyme would be lost. For this reason, I have based my transliteration on Rumi’s native dialect. Speakers of Iranian Persian will notice that v is written as w, as well as the presence of majhūl (unclear) vowels, especially the yā and o sounds, such that mī-gūyam becomes me-goyam.






ON RUMI’S LIFE

Muhammad son of Muhammad son of al-Husayn of Balkh, known as Rumi, was born on the cusp of a turbulent era. It was September 1207 CE, just a few years before the Mongols would overrun his hometown and the rest of Central and Western Asia. The young Rumi migrated westward with his immediate family, which spared them the grisly fate of those left behind.

Though he escaped with his life, Rumi was left scarred, yearning for a home that was no longer there. His family eventually settled in Anatolia, in the city of Konya. Rumi’s father worked as a midlevel cleric, preaching and teaching in Konya’s mosques, preparing Rumi to replace him. But everything changed one fateful day when Rumi met Shams al-Din-i Tabrizi, known as Shams.

Shams was born in northwestern Iran a few decades before Rumi. He showed spiritual prowess early on—once relating that he would fast for days as a small child, leaving his parents puzzled. After completing seminary studies and spiritual instruction, Shams set off to find the greatest mystics of his day, but none of them quenched his thirst.

Eventually, Shams arrived in Damascus, where a young Rumi had traveled to pursue his own seminary studies. When Shams saw Rumi, he approached him and exclaimed, “Oh, money changer of the world, find me!”1 before disappearing back into the crowd.

Though Rumi was still raw, Shams recognized that Rumi would become the great mystic he’d been seeking once he was cooked by the flame of love—a flame that Shams would kindle. Shams disappeared for over a decade before returning to find an older Rumi in Konya.

From the moment Rumi and Shams were reunited, the two of them were inseparable, often secluded together for days at a time. Rumi and Shams were previously unremarkable and likely would have been relegated to obscure footnotes in historical texts, were they remembered at all. But their powerful union changed their fates, birthing a love story that echoed through the ages, immortalizing them in hearts and minds the world over.

No one knows exactly what unfolded between Rumi and Shams. Historical anecdotes are more hagiography than biography, and modern retellings are more fan fiction than history. What we can glean from Rumi’s writing is that Shams’s teachings were totally transformative. Rumi was already advanced in the exterior sciences (what we’d call Islamic studies today), but Shams taught that academic learning could only lead one to the gates of the spiritual realm. Once arrived, the seeker must cast aside books and traditional learning in order to gain entrance. In that spiritual realm, which even Rumi struggles to describe, knowledge is of an entirely different kind.

Rumi’s disciples and family members may have been envious of this relationship and suspicious of Shams’s unorthodox approach to religion. Some write that they threatened Shams, causing his disappearance. As the months turned to years, Rumi despaired, but eventually word arrived that Shams had been spotted in Damascus. Rumi brought Shams back, turning his heartbreak into joy.
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