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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 | have widened the scope
of repertoire and read poems in translation of many poets
writing in Finish, Portuguese, Spanish and Polish: to name but
few: Lorca, Fernando Anténio Nogueira de Seabra Pessoa,
Wistawa Anna Szymborska, Eeva Kilpi and many more.

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.
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Robert Frost addressed himself to this issue, saying that poetry
is “what gets lost in translation™!. Saying this he referred to the
impossibility of translating poetry from one language to
another.

Umberto Eco, spoke about interpretation when translating
poetry. Some sort of negotiation between the original poem and
the translated product. Translation is always a shift, not
between two languages but between two cultures. A
translator must take into account rules that are not strictly
linguistic but, broadly speaking, cultural.”

John Ciardi said that “translation is the art of failure, gracefully
399

Primo Levi maintains that every translation involves
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

firdi, April, 1982 in a lecture at Yale. "Translation is the art of failing," he said,
and then, after a pause, "gracefully."
https://www.berfrois.com/2017/07/primo-levi-translating-and-being-translated/
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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 Ark®.

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.

'Howard Schwartz, Editor, 1980
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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.
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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.
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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)
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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.
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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-
-1'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.
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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, [ 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

paccka3 Arapb n ABpaam

pacckas AaBHULLIHUX neT

KaK OH ee B NyCTbIHIO rHan

Tam rge BoAabl U xneba HeT

KaK OH U CbiHa cBoero
TOro e AukKaps
oThan el B PyKu u cocnan

MOJIUTBbI roBOpA
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M B Munocepaue csoem
ee B NyCTbIHIO OH NporHan
no 6narogatun 6oxunen

BoAbl 1 xneba oH en gan

paccka3 Arapb n ABpaam
Ta OblNb KOTOpas npowna
KOTOPYHO ero eHa

He paccCKa3aTb HaM He mMmorna

He BuAen oH kak Ucmaumn
YXKAaCHO NUTb XOTen
TaK Kak OH ObIn C XXeHon cBoeMn -

TaKoB ero ygen

pacckas Arapb n ABpaam
pacckas JaBHULIHUX neT
KaK OH ee B NMyCTbIHIO rHan

Tam rge Boabl U xneba HeT
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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 | was able to unintentionally
maintain the rhythm of the poem as well as the subtext

of the biblical story”.

It takes two to tango®, and the same goes for poetry translation.

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Y4lIRBKAzHk
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Una tempesta N2732 TN NIV NIN NRYD

| nostri umori sono fluidi

Solitudine abissale nel cuore del mare

Una tempesta di emozioni si placa rapidamente
La linea della coperta dell'ossimetro

'uomo sta sull’attenti e tace

E i nostri umori si stanno muovendo
Dall'innocenza dell'infanzia all’abisso dell’oblio

Al nuoto delle farfalle e alla repulsione dell'acqua:
| ferito e aiutato anche dal vento a vela.

E nel tuo bel viso si dispiegano le bellezze del mondo
Quando piangi cade la rugiada
E quando sorridi, il vento torna benedicente
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Solo

Viene sélo

En su nariz respira jubilo.
atributos redentores,
parabolas de valentia

y su destino

manos de dios.

Sale sdlo,

En su miembro alma de vejez.
Los secretos de pureza

se esconden claros

y su destino

alas de angel.

Sélo y nuevo,
En su turno consagrado.
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POVYIN DY :YTI90Y DVIN

1717

RERERY,

.37 NNY) fana
,2R1 NN
M1 YN
APRIb)|

IROD

RLAL Y

NIV DY) 111X
T minay

Y HYn
APRIP)|

RN 912

TN 9727
.‘@"[pp '11'1]’1;

17 |72 - 1"own'n NN ,2022 11IVIIN D--I'TJY

mmaInan Aveb ny and




NINI-NM1Y MDD P T

WVHOP IR T INY DVIN

MNNY

02N DRI NP VPND 0’no 1902
nya navp Yy

N2IN DR MODIINN NNAXI VNN NN
27 Y1 Y PHR NI

2517

Noch ein Liebeslied
Fir Ahuva

g'e'(cjh e,j‘?(.“ Torgsﬁh;f'ber ANYYY INNDY WANT DIRYD NT ¥)
er die Heiligen Schriften XY DHRDIN PTY NN

auf eine Eierschaleritzt R PINR 98 A2 NS NX
ritze ich mit zerbissenen Nageln T T oonn

die Schriftrolle

meiner Liebe zu dir in den
Stamm meines

hohlen Herzens

und die Sendboten meines
Blutes drangen atemlos rasend
durch die Tunnel meiner Adern 092197 NMRDI P2V
eine Abschrift ihres Gehei3es zu bringen DP1IP2 M2V Oy
bis in die letzte meiner DTN PIDRY?
absterbenden Zellen. P2 ML)

NINR NPT IYIT )TN 92
M2 MNMITR Moy

DR PR

n20n MNR DAY DNHID

Blutkorperchen der Liebe Gbersaen den Weg oANAY AVNH
heitere rote und weil3e O Ty
hilflos R 191N

wie ohnmachtige Ballons auf Glassplittern
zwischen umgekippten Stiihlen

nach einer Party

die der letzte Gast

Uberdrissig verlassen

und die weiter summt

sich umarmt

und sich selbst

tanzt

gy
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#(“A Sign”)=

And if one day it will be discovered

that those whole lives

are in fact one continuous, unpunctuated and full of bugs line of code
in god’s computer,

Give me a sign
that everything that happened between us was
a pure truth.
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NYYTANR NYa

INTHAIPROIR DIOPN :MI2YY DNIN

Mo ynuue moei KoTopbin rog...

Mo ynnue moen KOoTopbin rog
3ByYaT Warm — Mou py3bA YXOAAT.
[py3en Monx MegnuTesbHbI yXoa
TOW TeMHOTe 33 OKHaMM YTrOAeH.

NI7ITHDNN N72
(2010-1937)
nIwn na
J1DmIpl ron

3anyLeHbl MOUX Apy3en gena,

HeT B UX IOMAX HY MY3blKM, H/ NeHbS,
1 NINLWb, KaK Npekae, 1eBoYKM [lera
rony6eHbKue onpaBasioT nepbs.

Hy uTo X, Hy UTO X, Aia He pa3byanT CTpax
Bac, 6e33alUMTHBIX, CPeAV STON HOUN.

K npepatenbcTBy TaHCTBEHHAA CTPaCTb,
APY3bsi MOV, TYMaHWT BaLLX OUU.

O 0MHOYeCTBO, KaK TBOW XapakTep KpyT!
[ocBepKMBas LUPKynem }enesHbim,

KaK XONIO[HO Tbl 3aMblKaellb KpyT,

He BHeMAS yBepeHbAM 6ecnonesHbiM.

Tak Npr30BY MeHA 1 Harpagu!

Teoli 6anoBeHb, 06nackaHHbI T06010,
yTelycb, NPUCNOHACH K TBOE rpyau,
YMOIOCb TBOEI CTYXeW rofiy6olo.

[an cTaTb Ha UbIMNOYKN B TBOEM necy,
Ha TOM KOHLe 3amMel1IeHHOTIO XecCTa
HanTn JINCTBY, N NOQHeCTU K nnuy,

N OWYTUTb CMPOTCTBO, Kak 6NaXKeHCTBO.

Japyi MHe TuLb TBOMX 61UONNOTEK,
TBOUX KOHLIEPTOB CTPOrMie MOTMBbI,
n — mygapas — A no3abygy Tex, -
KTO yMEePAM UN OCeNe XMBbI. (mMTM7TX) "N TN
W 2 no3Hato MyapoCTb 1 Nevanb,

CBOW TalHbIN CMbIC/ OBEPAT MHE NpeameThl.

Mpupoga, NPUCIOHACH K MOUM Mieyam,

00BABUT CBOU [IETCKME CEKPETDI.

W BOT TOraa — u3 cies, U3 TeMHOTbI,
3 6eHOrO HeBeXeCTBa ObiIoro
Kpy3eii MOVX NpeKpacHble YepThl
MOABATCA U PaCcTBOPATCA CHOBA.
1959 .
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