








 
 

On Translating Poetry | Edna Aphek 

I love Poetry and marvel at its 

translation 

I Am a poet and a writer. 

Poetry is and has always been my passion. 

My mother tongue is Hebrew. However, I had the pleasure and 

opportunity of studying poetry in more than one language 

Hebrew, English and French. 

I was very lucky. 

Being a poetry lover, over the years I have widened the scope 

of repertoire and read poems in translation of many poets 

writing in Finish, Portuguese, Spanish and Polish: to name but 

do António Nogueira de Seabra Pessoa, Fernan Lorca,few: 

and many more.Eeva Kilpi , Wisława Anna Szymborska 

Getting acquainted with poetry of different languages and 

cultures opens a window to new ways of thought, ideas, beliefs, 

topics and new forms of expression.  

Reading poetry in translation made me think about the 

enormous difficulty and complexity involved in translating 

poetry.  



 
 

Robert Frost addressed himself to this issue, saying that poetry 

. Saying this he referred to the 1is “what gets lost in translation”

impossibility of translating poetry from one language to 

another. 

Umberto Eco, spoke about interpretation when translating 

tiation between the original poem and poetry. Some sort of nego

Translation is always a shift, not the translated product. 

languages but between two cultures. A  between two

ator must take into account rules that are not strictly transl
2linguistic but, broadly speaking, cultural.' 

John Ciardi said that “translation is the art of failure, gracefully 

”.3 

anslation involves every trPrimo Levi maintains that 
4 inevitable loss, just like when you change currency. 

I don’t know if translation is the art of failure, gracefully,   

but it’s an art and a very unique one, which calls for many 

different skills: mastery of the two languages the original one 

and the target language, understanding the meaning and 

allusions in the original poem, idiomatic expressions ,the 

unique use of metaphors, the structure of the poem, discerning 

the tone and atmosphere engulfing the poem; being aware of 

 
1  In a discussion about ‘Stopping by Woods on a Snowy Evening” 
https://www.worldhistory.biz/ancient-history/55100-poetry-is-what-is-lost-in-
translation.html 
2 Umberto Eco, Mouse or Rat?: Translation As Negotiation, 

Phoenix, 2004 
3 Ciardi,  April, 1982 in a lecture at Yale. "Translation is the art of failing," he said, 

and then, after a pause, "gracefully." 
4 https://www.berfrois.com/2017/07/primo-levi-translating-and-being-translated/ 



 
 

the rhymes (if any) and the rhythm, meter, affect and finding 

parallels in the target language. 

 

On translating one poem 

The following is a description of the complexity and the 

intricacy of translating poetry. 

Recently, George Gagnidze, a young composer, came across 

my poem, Sippur Hagar Ve’Avraham, The Story of Abraham 

and Hagar, written in Hebrew. 

George asked for my permission to compose music to the poem 

and was inquiring about an English translation as he wanted to 

send the poem-music “package” to several choirs. 

The poem was translated years ago, in 1980 by Yishai Tobin 

and was published in translation in Voices Within the Ark5. 

I sent George the old translation, but succumbed to an urge to 

try and translate the poem again into English. 

For that purpose, I contacted Robert S. Kissel, a former student 

and a friend, and we set out, together to tackle the task at hand. 

The poem is relatively a “simple” one, with very few word 

plays. 

However, its prosody and rhythm, pose quite an obstacle. 

 
5 Howard Schwartz, Editor, 1980 

https://www.wordhippo.com/what-is/another-word-for/intricacy.html
https://www.amazon.com/Howard-Schwartz/e/B001ITXIQA/ref=dp_byline_cont_book_1


 
 

Furthermore, the poem refers to the Biblical story of Hagar and 

Avraham in Genesis, and as such it keeps alluding to several 

Biblical verses. 

I sent Robert the poem in Hebrew and a recording of my 

reading it. 

(the recording was sent to George as well) 

The following is my correspondence with Robert, which 

exemplifies the “road Taken”. 

Robert’s initial response was as follows: 

It's not an easy one, this one.  The very simple, refrain-laden 

Hebrew, with its relentless rhythm, is very hard to recreate. 

We kept corresponding back and forth, with me making some 

suggestions, which were declined in most cases, as Robert is 

extremely keen on prosody and tone. 

I am quite a stickler when it comes to the ironic tone of the 

poem. 

In the Biblical story, Abraham banishes Hagar, the handmaid 

and their son Ishmael, at the demand of Sarah, Abraham’s wife. 

The scene of the two, Hagar and Ishmael, sent to the wilderness 

with a jug of water and stale bread is heart breaking. 

 

 

 



 
 

The pain, the injustice and the irony are heightened in the 

following lines:  

Eikh Avraham ota gersh 

Ke’dat Moshe ve’Israel 

U’veyada et bno natan 

Et pere Ishmael 

 

How Abrahamsent her away, 

By Moses ‘Law and Israel’s, 

And in her hand his son he placed 

The savage Ishmael 

 

The ironic streak is heightened in light of the use of the words 

of the Jewish wedding ceremony, where the bride groom 

consecrates his bride saying: 

by this ring you are consecrated to me according to the law of 

Moses and Israel”  

These words form the essence of the marriage service.  

 

 



 
 

In the poem, I am using these same words to heighten the 

opposite of the marriage- the out casting of the second wife, 

Hagar, and their son Ishmael, unto the wilderness. 

The use of irony is predominant throughout the poem. E.g. 

Eikh Avraham ota geresh 

Be’khesed khen ve’rakhamim 

Ve’al ktefa hakad natan 

Ve’shilkha el midbarim 

 

 How Abraham sent her away, 

In righteous grace and mercy,  

And on her shoulder placed the jug, 

To take into the wild. 

 

The above stanza alludes to the words of the prophet Hosea, 

which heightens the ironic tone 

And I will betroth thee vnto me for euer; yea, I will betroth 

thee 

vnto me in righteousnesse, and in iudgement, and in louing 

kindnesse, 

and in mercies. (King James Version) 

 



 
 

What happens in the poem is exactly the opposite of the vows 

of love and marriage. It’s the lack of love, the succumbing to 

Sarah’s demands and the relinquishing of promises made at the 

marriage ceremony. 

How heartless and frustration the situation is. 

Hu lo ra’ah  

eikh Ishmael Pirkes lo ba’tzama 

Ki be’ota sha’a atzma 

Hu et Sara yada 

 

He saw not how his Ishmael 

Winced from hunger pangs, 

For in that very moment, 

For it was Sarah, he knew. 

The use of the word “yada” in Hebrew, translated into English 

“knew” alludes to the verse in Genesis 4,1: 

And Adam knew Eve his wife; and she conceived 

And indeed Sarah, though old, conceived and Isaac was born. 

And so did the translation. 

 



 
 

The final product was sent to me by Robert, saying the 

following: 

It took a few days on the back burner, and then just seized me 

very 

suddenly, earlier today--I could hardly type it quickly enough-

-I'd 

listen to you reading a verse, and the boom, out it came, and 

then I'd 

listen to the next verse, and type, and then the next.  It was 

actually rather exciting when it suddenly came bubbling out 

like that. 

 

It's got that same forbidding, distant, ironic tone, I think, in 

spite 

of the disarming simplicity.  

This experience of the poet- myself- working closely with my 

translator, the constant dialogue  

enhanced and clarified for me the dire need for the 

collaboration between the poet and the translator. 

It might be the best way to find the way through the maze of 

the poetic complexity. 

 

 

 

 



 
 

Text as music 

The original text in Hebrew is very “musical”. 

It wasn’t until I sent George the recording of my reading 

the poem in Hebrew, that he took upon himself to 

translate the poem into Russian, his mother tongue. 

Unfortunately, I don’t know any Russian, but heard George 

reading the poem in translation and I believe that one could 

hear the meter, the rhythm, and the rhymes. 

Here it is: 

The Story of Abraham and Hagar, in Russian. 

Translated by George Gagnidze 

рассказ Агарь и Авраам 

рассказ давнишних лет 

как он ее в пустыню гнал 

там где воды и хлеба нет 

 

как он и сына своего 

того же дикаря 

отдал ей в руки и сослал 

молитвы говоря 

 

 



 
 

и в милосердие своем 

ее в пустыню он прогнал 

по благодати божией 

воды и хлеба он ей дал 

 

рассказ Агарь и Авраам 

та быль которая прошла 

которую его жена 

не рассказать нам не могла 

 

не видел он как Исмаил 

ужасно пить хотел 

так как он был с женой своей - 

таков его удел 

 

рассказ Агарь и Авраам 

рассказ давнишних лет 

как он ее в пустыню гнал 

там где воды и хлеба нет 



 
 

It was the music of the text, that captured George’s ear, 

when he listened to my reading the original text, in 

Hebrew. 

George had the following to say about the process of 

translation 

  
The process of translation “took place somewhere 
between two poetic forces – keeping the original 
meaning of the poem and yet making it sound flowing 
and meaningful in another language, in this case Russian. 
  
As the result of the above I was able to unintentionally 
maintain the rhythm of the poem as well as the subtext 
of the biblical story”. 
 
It takes two to tango6, and the same goes for poetry translation. 

   

 
6 https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Y4llRBKAzHk 


















