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Translation Challenges in the Poetry of Yona Wallach first and foremost offers new English
translations of seventeen published poems by Tel Aviv poet Yona Wallach. The thesis briefly
describes translation theory as it is relevant to the translation of poetic works, especially from
Hebrew. It recounts many of the challenges | faced in my process of translating Wallach’s work
and how these struggles were resolved. This selection of poems is of those written throughout
her career. Wallach’s work is feminist and at times her poems’ undertones are sexual or
religious in nature. The poems are loosely collected around a theme of “the body,” as is
common to much of Wallach’s work. The thesis contains with a short biography of Wallach to
contextualize her work amid her life’s passions and events. The biography also establishes
Wallach’s place among her contemporaries in the Tel Aviv scene of the 1960s, 70s, and 80s. The
goal of the project is to introduce non-Hebrew readers with a fascinating, yet rarely translated,
modern Israeli poet, and to familiarize lovers of translated poetry to a process lurking beneath
the surface of the poem.
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Translation Challenges in the Poetry of Yona Wallach

Introduction

All translation is failure. While some translation theory suggests that equivalence
in terms between languages can exist, certainly a work as a whole can never be
translated equivalently.! Every translation necessarily loses, or even gains, some
intricacies of meaning by the hand of the translator. At times, the translator’s own
interpretation modifies the work because an original word or phrase has a multitude of
meaning, all of which cannot be imparted.

This deficiency of translation is only multiplied when the text for translation is
poetic. How can one preserve carefully constructed assonance, rhythm, and rhyme while
staying true to meaning? How can one protect the myriad of possible interpretation
presented in poetry? Mustn’t the translator choose one option, sealing all other doors of
possibility? The translator then embodies a second author.

My thesis attempts to capture and convey to the reader the challenges inherent in
translation of poetic text. It also seeks an additional goal—a contribution of translated
Hebrew poetry from Yona Wallach, an Israeli poet who is not often translated. For this
project I have translated seventeen poems. | have highlighted my struggle with each, in
hopes that this opening of the translator’s brain will display translation theory in action.
I have also written a short biography, so that Wallach’s poetry may be better understood

in the context of her fascinating life.
Biography

Yona Wallach is not only a great poet, but also a fascinating figure of Israeli pop

! Edith Grossman, why translation matters (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2010), 63.



culture. Though she wrote in the 1960s, 70s and early 80s until her death in 1985,
Israelis continue their obsession with her work and her life even today. Wallach not only
wrote of her counterculture ideals, but also lived them?2. She wandered the streets of Tel
Aviv, having relationships with whomever she felt like, reading her poetry in the beit
cafes of the city. Later, Wallach even chose to limit the medical interventions to treat
her cancer, desperate to control her own body until the end as she always had, though
her poems hint at the darker, ineffectiveness of the endeavor. A weaker body than her

strong spirit can wield is a theme of several of her poems.

Wallach brought to her poetry her gendered tone and sensibility, as well as the
voice of her generation, complicated though those were. Wallach'’s poetry, while unique,
was indicative of its time in Israeli literary culture, as well as its birthplace, Tel
Aviv. Wallach’s generation of poets was free to express its individual desire, instead of
only communally inspired themes as had been seen in much Israeli poetry
previously.3 Their poetry was aggressive, using slang and disjunctive syntax# . Yet
Wallach’s expression of her own desire goes above and beyond what had been previously
acceptable themes for Hebrew poetry, alienating some, and yet gathering many
fans. Now, thirty years after her death, Wallach is a classic figure of Tel Aviv
poetry. Her poetry influenced Hebrew literature and Tel Aviv culture, helping build the

society which now embraces her as its own.

Wallach’s poetry is unencumbered by strict poetic structure, yet holds fast to

2“Yona Wallach,” Poetry International Rotterdam. May 1, 2004.
http://www.poetryinternationalweb.net/pi/site/poet/item/3182/12/Yona-Wallach.

$7afrira Cohen, “Loosen the Fetters of Thy Tongue, Woman™": The Poetry and Poetics of Yona Wallach (Cincinnati:
Hebrew Union College Press, 2003), 72.

“Zisquit, Linda. “On Translating Yona Wallach,” Poetry International Rotterdam. February 12, 2004.
http://www.poetryinternationalweb.net/pi/site/cou_article/item/3110



theme and symbolism. It, like Wallach, flaunts cultural norms and need for comfort. She
even explores the gender implications of writing poetry in Hebrew, with its non-neuter
grammar, in her poem Hebrew. This playing with grammar in her work, especially
with that of the narrator, is due to Wallach's complicated relationship to her own
gender. She violently casts off her own femininity, creating a method of living in the
masculine, yet with the awareness of masculinity’s constructed quality and the inherent
weakness which underlies it. Wallach said of herself in an interview, “I believe that as a

man | am quite out of the ordinary. | believe | am an extraordinary man.” 5

Wallach tells her story of being “half man” in a video in which Wallach herself
analyses her gender construction.® According to Wallach, her performance of gender
was affected by both acceptance of some gender norms, such as the love of male strength
and denigration of the “feminine within” as weakness, as well as her radical declaration
of herself as “half-man.” This choice to live out of the “half-man” side of her persona
may have come out of chauvinist gender norms as she claims, and caused a harmful
fragmentation of herself as she describes. This complex relationship to gender is
compelling and distinctive about Wallach’s work, and therefore needs to be presented

fully when describing the societal reactions to her life and poetry.

Wallach is well-known for her expression of both strength and confidence; as well

as weakness, fear and vulnerability--not necessarily simultaneously but certainly

5 Sela, Maya. “Thirty Years After Yona Wallach's "Tefillin' Was Published, the Poem and the Photo Remain

as Provocative as Ever,” Haaretz. June 15, 2012 http://www.haaretz.com/israel-news/thirty-years-after-yona-

wallach-s-tefillin-was-published-the-poem-and-photo-remain-as-provocative-as-ever.premium-1.436587

®Qedar, Yair. “nbn mr Sw o907 7900 Pin 5y 1o mr  YouTube. July 10, 2012.
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=5Lq7TUELXXQ



actively. These opposing forces express themselves in Wallach’s confident demeanor,
and the vigorous effort within her work to name her fear and vulnerability. She
expresses the aspects of these within herself through named characters in her

poetry. One sees this in her poem “Yonaton,” the name of which evokes biblical themes,
but also when she uses non-biblical names, such as Cornelia. Wallach’s desire to
uncover, lay her fear bare for the reader, is a brave attempt to expose the vulnerability
within, which she finds abhorrent. She can thus expose her shame to the light of day in
an attempt to burn it away. This public expression of her rejected femininity causes the
personal turmoil to which the reader is witness, in her frank portrayal of her inner
dialog. Wallach’s poems “Strawberries” and “When You Come to Sleep with Me” spill
open her sexual vulnerability, yet are expressed with a sexually aggressive voice. This
balance is explored in many of Wallach’s poems that are sexual in nature. Yet with all
the bravado of her expressions of sexuality, an underlying sense of vulnerability, fear,

and loneliness is maintained. Wallach is an explorer, not an exploiter, of sex.

Wallach’s flouting of norms, through the poet’s lens and artist’s life, is further
complicated by her choice of material to explore. Wallach’s is an extremely forceful,
graphic, provocative sexuality, and she has placed religious characters and Jewish ritual
items in dialogue with her unabashed sexual desire in a way that is extremely upsetting
for some people, and hugely attractive to others. For this reason, as well as her upheaval
of gender norms, Wallach work has been viewed as “extremist,” threatening to the

society in which it resides.7

"“Yona Wallach,” Poetry International Rotterdam. May 1, 2004.
http://www.poetryinternationalweb.net/pi/site/poet/item/3182/12/Yona-Wallach.



Wallach is not the only Israeli poet to write about sexuality, or to use
religious allusions in her work. These norms were both well accepted during Wallach’s
era and tie her to the history of Hebrew poetry, which is often full of religious imagery.
In fact, these religious undertones are fueled by an assumption of Biblical literacy in
both pre- and post-state Israeli society, although recently that assumption is less the
case.

Jewish ritual items themselves have been incorporated by secular poets.
Abraham Shlonsky’s poem, Toil, uses t’fillin as imagery. The t’fillin serve to express
secular themes, in fact to applaud secular accomplishment in nation building, over that
of religious observance and study. The t'fillin in Wallach’s poem, T'fillin, do not
represent the furthering of a communal goal, the building of a Zionist utopia. Instead
Wallach’s t'fillin find meaning within the era of the “me culture” in a capitalist inspired
70’s and 80’s Tel Aviv. Wallach expresses the desire of a generation who has elevated
the quest for personal satisfaction as its highest goal. This generation has put the
exploration of the individual’s inner life on par with the nation’s needs, or, indeed, even
God's “needs” from man.

In the poem T'fillin, clearly God’s commandments may or may not be fulfilled,
but the act is only secondary to those of an individual’s pleasure. The authority
traditionally given to God, authority which had been placed second to the secular needs
of a nation in Shlonsky, are further subverted in Wallach by the all-encompassing desire
of the individual. A religious object evoking an experience controlled by a higher power
is religious, while the “use” of religious object in a manner not prescribed by the religion
is fetish. Indeed in Wallach’s poem Tfillin this use is sacrilege to many.

There is a bipolar construction of Jerusalem and Tel Aviv representing opposing



ideologies prominent in Israeli cultural life today. Tel Aviv was established in the
modern age to be a model of a cultured European city, and remains anchored in that
liberality. However, Jerusalem is clearly a product of its geography and three thousand
years long history, and remains a holy city to many throughout the world, including
secular Jews. It represents conservative, religious values. As a secular Israeli, Yair
Lapid said in a New York Times interview published May 19th, 2013, “Jerusalem is not a
place, Jerusalem is an idea.” The prominence of sexuality and fetish over respect for
religion places Wallach’s work squarely in the “Tel Avivi” culture within the Israeli

dialog.

Wallach’s response to religion was, indeed, complicated, as that of a secular
Israeli, raised on a kibbutz in the 1950s would be. Yet, religion called out to Wallach in
an unusual way. Not all the religious ideas in her poetry were fetish. Indeed, Wallach
had a deeply spiritual side. Wallach believed herself to be a prophet, which she
expressed to her friends and in interviews.8 This tie to the sacred from a life of the
secular gave her the ability to write in a way that was not secular or religious, but instead

a conjoining of the two.

Yona Wallach is a complex figure who has captured the imagination of many
Israelis. Her incorporation of feminist ideas, undermining gender norms, frankness
about sexuality, religious imagery, and spiritual themes in her poetry create a unique

voice in Hebrew poetry, still beloved today.

8zisquit, Linda. “On Translating Yona Wallach,” Poetry International Rotterdam. February 12, 2004.
http://www.poetryinternationalweb.net/pi/site/cou_article/item/3110
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My Translations
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All the Trees Have Ribbons

All the trees have ribbons
bows adorned by a butterfly pale and pink
in the hair of thick leaves

and all the trees trembled  good girls these trees

like good girls
and weak a little pale in color anemic a bit
and they are delicate not tall

and a bit wide like women

and they come

in a weak moment

with a shy expression from the side
but frontally is too much

what they’ve begun

only recently

12



Come Sleep with me like a Man Who Turns to Religion

Come sleep with me like a man who turns to religion
three parts of your life

like three eternal prisoners
sentenced to death

they peer out over the walls

with the craziest gaze

all of them going out of their minds
with a disturbed gaze

clothed

uniforms with red stripes lengthwise
on a white background

they will look over the grey walls

of loathing

between you and me

bricks of the building

of the heart’s life built by those
sentenced to death

parts of your life

peer over the wall

13



The Price of Freedom

Again | want to forget
all the bitter experience
to greet

missing potency

like a “girl.”

We spoke about freedom
and we unbound ourselves,
free

from domination.

And again | see

| can remember

only the one

| know.

To forget a bit

a bit of fresh air

to live for a moment

in a good world

asif

really know

what is known to me
and was acquired

by bitter experience.

14



As though there is no price
for freedom.

As though every moment

is not

a war of independence

and as though every moment
areas are not

liable to be conquered

by an invader

when my only collateral is

experience.
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Grandma Marmoryal

| will stay with you said the boy | will stay with you
Grandma Marmoryal until you tell me

the whole story about our family

the weird and the horrifying until the last chapters

Yes said Grandma Marmoryal

as she looked through the window as she observed
the weird and the horrifying Yes

| will tell you the whole story and you listen to me
because the loneliness is harder on me than the shame
that’s why I'll tell you so that | won’t be left alone
here in this shack my one possession

| will tell you how your poor sister

tormented herself until she went out of her mind
now she doesn’t know her name

now she is hospitalized with old people

angry just like her

and how your brother ate himself

one night when he thought he was pork ribs

and he fried his hands in duck fat

and how | am left alive

only because of my cruelty and how | pass

it on to you during these days to your body

and to your soul and how you will be

16



The Isle of Life

The current to the Isle of Life

| found it

and | also drifted to it

amid gardens and golden rays of light

and horrible sights

that | transformed immediately to benefit me
girl of images

girl of visions

creations from the same world

they protect me

| built my bungalow among them

like a creation from another world

and all that she tells me about she radiates
nothing bad will happen to me

on the contrary

it will benefit me

it will take me from amid the crying

the intense flood of the islands of pearls
white and black

and again | will speak my own unique language
that of the creatures of heaven

who dispatch pictures one to the other
and silences

and they see everything in pictures

and know



my body was wiser than |

its tolerance of pain was less than mine
it said stop

when | said more

my body

my body ceased

while I continued

my body couldn’t

staggered

and | stood up forced to walk

my body following

18



He Detaches Himself from His Sex

he detaches himself from his sex

he calls his sex he

and speaks about him in the third person
a common phenomenon

among men

a woman understands she doesn’t know
what she means

or at that exact moment

growing confusion ensues

for whom she actually intended

for her or someone else

which immediately arouses jealousy
and drives you nearly crazy

like a pack of cards

for whom she actually intended

the intellect can’t stand when
memory swallows it all

like a giant crocodile

what actually happened

sex drowns like a lost continent

a strange civilization happened upon it

another answer another emotion

19



engages in abstract matters

the metaphors are refined and clever

at a certain age he is detached from his sex

at age 10-12 until 18

those greatest at great age

those minor at a minor age

those that did not detach from their sex

the minor are sometimes the greatest

depending on whether they understood the situation
if they identified the process at all

the fortunate one who is not detached from his sex
speaks in the first person with lasting awareness
with continuity without the disconnect of feverish desire
he expresses himself simply, with warmth

and demands love as a spiritual nourishment
awakened to his emotional needs all day

with a multilayered holy smile

around him an electric field whole halo

sustaining the soul manipulating him

from biochemical energy’s source

from an ancient source restoring itself

disappearing in a flash with the detachment of sexual energy
burning itself with a fire from an inner source

enough to ignite exactly one man



The Blaze Like a Woman

The blaze like a woman

she has red hair

black gloves to her shoulders
and char-black nipples

a result of her skill

a firebrand snatched from fire

what a woman in fiery finery

21



Mirror Image

the eyelashes are the birds

the forehead, the face, is the heavens
the mouth is the earth

the nose, clouds

the hair, tempests

what are

winds

22



A Girl of 10, 11

Agirl of 10, 11

with no secondary sex characteristics
runs, fawn beside her in the

forest,

or she descends to the bitter well-spring
when she cries—

she teaches one mute to speak from
emotion

the true way

and blood will flow from his mouth
and from his head

if not,

he has blood on his hands.

Girl or boy

one who calls him evil

her evil

wouldn’t know shit.

23



in her body they became shapes
all the animals

small dragons

floated through the skin
like curves of ears

nose

of a fetus

under the skin

like dragon’s ears

and whole dragons
other animals

lost

other senses

the significance of which
a man

never hears

24



Period

And a shriek was heard

and the blossoms of blood

began to seep blood

and all the blossoms

started to trickle blood

and a tremendous mob

came to gather the blood

and all things dripped blood

and the sky reddened and darkened

and a small boy walked beneath it

and the sky cleared and brightened

after it had dripped blood

and it was purified and it became light blue
and an enormous golden goblet adorned by
leaves and blossoms of gold

and greater than all the sky

was filled to the top, to its lips with blood
and dribbled blood

and the golden bell adorned by

25



leaves and blossoms of gold
to show that the share is full

the goblet overflowed

26



Black Hand

Sometimes a limb grasps independence, for the sake of personage
it twists, jumps, or quivers. A limb like this

is the hands of a pianist, of a strangler

and a limb like this is a Black Hand. Permit a certain

limb to represent you or to be held accountable,

you will be able to live serenely and it will become concerned for
its existence. There was no man behind Black Hand

Black Hand frightened children

by no means was this a black man’s hand

and | don’t remember that a glove was referred to,

this was a Black Hand from birth.

And | note: a divine voice, near by,

is a Black Hand within the hand itself?

Evidence from a movie: (Like a pianist with amputated hands.
a strangler is hung and his hands are removed

for the pianist who does not play and wants to strangle).
Black Hand wandered alone in the world

there was no man behind Black Hand

and everyone feared that a lonely limb

will perhaps make everything into its servant.

If hands could force whatever on whoever,

an essence rules the Hand, darker still, within the hand

27



most hands are not aware of it until suddenly!
someone permits and brains recollect

brains makes sure that it disappears into lore.

28



and every exhale was Oy

and every exhale was Oy even more
and with every exhale | turned into Oy
and Oy when | turned into Oy

and Oy when | turned entirely to Oy
and indeed | am Yes and | am entirely Yes
I am Yes Yes and | am filled by Yes

| am pleased | am forgiving

| love | am ravenous

I am Yes | am filled by Yes Yes

and with every exhale | was Oy

and with every exhale | expanded Oy
rhymes played in me

bells struck me

already long ago | once was

29



The Heart is Soft

the heart is soft like the body in the instant of death
life is rigid like the body in its rigidity

after death

the final yogic effort of the body

a closing meditation with the last

final focus

and afterward the body and the life become rigid

just like all the disappointment all of it

30



Crocodile Woman

His jaws are her spread thighs
her navel is his eye

he is liable to be anything, this crocodile

31



Out of Body

The hypnotist was with me

she talked of the body, tired from all the years
serving and acting for us

and | left the body

and | sat on the edge of the bed

| observed it

and | rose to lick it

to caress it

to care for it

32



Translation concerns

When attempting to translate a poem, many issues are raised. For example, often
ideas and expressions do not directly translate into the target language. A monodist view
in translation theory questions whether it is ever possible to translate at all. However,
because Wallach wrote in a country exposed to western culture only thirty to fifty years
ago, it seems a universalist position fits best, in which translation of Wallach's ideas and
images is possible between languages. | explore this issue within the poem Come Sleep
with Me as a Man Who Turns to Religion. While prisoners' uniforms and underwear
may be universal or not, they are more likely to translate well than a theological idea

from another culture.

Other aspects of translation which | explore include translation of prepositions
which are often relative to their own language and the use of similar registers of
language throughout a poem. | have attempted to add words which serve to imply
Wallach's intended metaphors. However, many of her implications simply cannot be
translated due to words with double meanings. This is also the case with rhythm and
sound patterns. | have been content to let Wallach's fall away, secondary to meaning and
imagery, and add my own, created whenever possible. This is certainly the work of a
poet instead of a translator, however much of it is similar work as Edith Grossman

attests to in her book, Why Translation Matters.!

! Edith Grossman, why translation matters (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2010), 74.
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Challenges

Last Poems

All the Trees had Ribbons by Wallach is a poem that uses metaphor to hint at

its subject, girls' transition into sexual maturity. It does not directly state the subject
matter, however. Even its strong language in the middle of the poem, nnai, leaves doubt
in the reader’s and the translator's mind since the slang term for orgasm used can also
simply mean “finished.” The sexuality can therefore be explained away, just like the
widening experiences of the “good girls” of the poem. Three lines from the bottom |
chose the word “frontally” even though it doesn't fit the simple language of the rest of
the poem. However, in English “frontally” has an association with nudity due to the
term “frontal nudity”. The English translation thus continues Wallach's hints

representing the maturing girls’ bodies as trees.

In the second line | chose to rearrange the words “bows” and “adorned” in my
translation. In English I felt a choice needed to be made as to whether the trees
themselves or the bows are adorned. This syntactic feature of English in which verbs
follow subjects constrains Wallach's vision of the trees more than would be required in
Hebrew. In Hebrew the verb adorned can be left to float in a possibility of meaning for

either of the two subjects.

Come Sleep with Me Like a Man Who Turns to Religion was a difficult

piece to translate. The first challenge was the title. | chose “Come sleep with me” to

34



echo the flavor of the Hebrew’s use of a casual term for sex and to be in line with other
translations of this series of poems. Wallach has quite a few poems which begin 2own
> 'nx and all of these translations | have seen begin with “Come sleep with me like...” |
therefore wanted it to be clear to an English reader that this poem fit into that same

series.

Translation of the term naiwna 1N, “a man who turns to religion,” was the most
difficult choice that needed to be made for this poem. If my target readers were
knowledgeable in Hebrew phrases and Jewish tradition, | would have used this phrase
as a loan word and simply let it remain in Hebrew. | have heard it this way in many
Yeshiva conversations; yet, that would not be fair to average English readers. As aloan
word the term “signal[s] meaning that [is] not encoded in the words themselves, but are
part of a knowledge base held by each person who knows the relevant language and,

more importantly, its corresponding culture.”2

I could not translate the phrase as a calque because the literal translation, “one
who returns through the act of repentance,” does not fit with either my theology or that
of the secular Israelis who also use the term. Therefore, | needed to find a term that
compensated for the lack of equivalence in English, yet signified the religious meaning

held by only two words in Hebrew.

Complicating matters, I had to compensate for the lack of gendered language in
English, and its inability to compactly indicate a noun, “one who...,” out of a verb form.
a1in in Hebrew can thus stand in for all three concepts: “male,” “one who...,” and then

the verb itself. 27in, when translated simply as “returns” in English, loses so much of its

%D.H.Aaron, Subversive Principles:Toward an Ethics of Reading Avot (Cincinnati:Hebrew Union Press, 2015), 19.
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effectiveness. To make up for this problem of scarcity of meaning, amplifications occurs
and thus more English words used, making a long title even longer. This outcome is
unfortunate due to genre constraints which prefer shorter titles for poetry. However,
even without translation, Wallach herself often ignores genre norms, leaving her poems

untitled or simply using the first line of the poem.

I chose to translate the full phrase naiwna anin “Like a Man Who Turns to
Religion.” “Turns” here retains an echo of the literal translation “returns,” yet doesn't
signify a problematic theology within which all Jews once were religious and are now
coming back to the correct practices. “Turns” means choosing for the first time, but has
the flavor of “turning to,” i.e. needing something, and the protective feeling one receives

when carrying out this action.

I choose the word “religion” for naiwn even though it eliminates some of the deep
meaning held in the Hebrew term. It functions better for two reason. The first is that
“religious” is closer to what secular Jews mean by nalwna 17in, i.e. someone is becoming
'mT, religious. Secondly, “religious” contains meaning for even non-Jewish English
speakers who have a notion of turning to religion. Explicating the meaning of the term
within the translation would not work in this instance because a full explanation is
impossible without knowledge of Jewish theology. It is also untenable due to genre

constraints discussed above.

Translation of w9 is an example of directionality4. Although w91 is one word in

3 Vinay & Darbelnet as discussed in Anthony Pym, Exploring Translation Theories, 2" Edition (Routledge,
2014), 14.

*Pym, Exploring Translation Theories, 25.
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Hebrew, it can mean many words in English, only one of which can be chosen in the
translation. | chose to translate woa as “life;” however, this would likely be translated
back to Hebrew as n'n. Wallach’s “Three parts of the spirit” or of the “soul” from this
poem do not seem to have a parallel in Jewish tradition. Therefore, the translation does
not seem to be erasing underlying meaning. Instead the translator must make a decision
to clear up confusion. A benefit of translating woa as life is that it can mean three time

periods of a man'’s life instead of only presenting spiritual interpretations.

By using “life” as the translation, a nice opposing parallel is created at the end of
the poem using “life” and “death.” The lines entail an enjambment that reads “of the
heart's life built by those/ sentenced to death/ parts of your life/ peer over the wall.” In
addition, these middle two lines, in which “life and death” are used, consist of four
syllables each which create a nice rhythm. To keep this rhythm, | added the words “by
those” to the line prior so it would not interfere. “By those is inherent in the Hebrew but

needs to be expressed in English.

| translated o'maa o'win%? simply as “clothed” in English. This conveys the full
idea of “wearing clothes” as the direct translation would be from Hebrew. The line
rhymes with two words of the following line, n'0o ny 011%. This rhyming is lost in
English translation. Like all rhyming within my translations of Wallach's poems, it had

to be given up to preserve the closest fidelity to Wallach's ideas.>

This phrase, n'09 ny n11Y, translates literally in slang, as “underwear with

stripes.” Clearly Wallach means to evoke the image of prisoners’ uniforms. Because of

the Holocaust, striped prisoners’ uniforms are a wrought image in a Hebrew poem. This

*Edith Grossman, why translation matters (New Haven and London: Yale University Press, 2010), 67.
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cultural reference translates directly to English. Yet, Wallach's use of a term translated
as “underwear” in English implies skimpy garments, which do not cause a reader to
consider prisoner's uniforms. Perhaps it is only that Israeli underwear is more
substantive than that of western countries? | could have explicated, explaining
completely in my translation, using the complete phrase “prisoner’s uniforms.”
However, this choice gives away the entire image, and also inhibits conveyance of
Wallach's terse language in this poem. | chose to use one word, “uniforms” to convey

enough of the image in English, but do it tersely.

In addition, I consistently translated the reoccurring forms of the verbs q'pw and
van as peer and gaze, respectively, in order to follow Wallach's intention that phrases
using these verbs relate to one another. | also liked the image of prisoners “peering” over

the wall.

Due to the syntactic placement of adjectives in English which differs from
Hebrew, and to remain faithful to Wallach's short lines, | chose to translate /na'xn nnin
n1oxn, which is literally “the walls of loathing/ grey” as “the grey walls/ of loathing”.
This intensifies the enjambment with the following line, creating “the loathing/ between
you and me.” This meaning works with the ambiguous feelings by the poem's characters
for one another, as well as the loathing of religious Jews for Wallach's sensual poetry
and wild lifestyle. This enjambment's meaning is likely intended by Wallach. Due to
Hebrew syntax and the smichut--construct state--between the Hebrew noun phrase
“walls of loathing” she was unable to pair the two phrases, “the loathing/ between you
and me,” closely to one another in the source text without the word “grey” located

between them.
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I was unable to convey the assonance found in the two concurrent lines 1'aw
['12n 127 /1127 completely into the translation. | did, however, preserve the “b” sound
with the lines “between you and me/ built with the bricks.” 1 wanted to avoid any sexual
imagery that may be implied with the sexual nature of the poem'’s title, so I used the

word “built” instead of “erected”.

In The Price of Freedom Wallach uses the word ninu7nwn, which can be

translated as “domineeringness”.6 Since this is not really an English word, | needed to
find a noun which fits better into the poem. | chose “domination”. It has a close
meaning, and additionally the related word, “dominion,” reinforces the metaphor at the
end of the poem in which the narrator's body is land which has been fought over and
conquered. In fact, the sound echo of domination, “nation”, implies this land imagery as

well.

In line 18 | used the word “know” instead of “recognize” as a translation for n1'n
to continue Wallach's intentional use of the memory words remember, know and forget,
at the end of concurrent lines. | felt the need to add the word “really” to the “know”,
creating “really know” to clear up the meaning of the poem'’s following line, “what is
known to me”. While this is not directly a translation issue, it helps to make the
translation more easily understood than the source text had been, without interfering

with Wallach's meaning or intention.

I removed the expression w719 12, “by the hands of an invader,” and just left “by”

® (Morfix n.d.)
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“an invader” translated. | did this to remove a Hebrew expression for which English
does not have an equivalent. On one hand, Wallach may intend “hands” to serve a
double meaning, implying that the invader of her “body's lands” used “hands” to do the
conquering, a sensual reference. Yet the expression '12, by the hands, when read by a
predominately English speaker may push this additional reading when, in fact, in
Hebrew it is a common expression which does not imply human hands at all. Removing
the word “hands” from the translation does not prevent the “body” metaphor Wallach is

using, and avoids confusion.

I changed the literal translation “all my collateral is/ experience” to “my only
collateral is/ experience” because both meanings are possible in Hebrew. And, as
Grossman's theory of fidelity versus literalness indicates, literalness is clumsy when the
meaning is much more complex.” Wallach is indicating in this phrase that the narrator
has lived freely in a way that the only thing she has achieved from her life's struggle is
knowledge gained from experience, thus she has nothing else of value to trade. In this
case, the word “only” carries that idea much more saliently. | chose to locate “is”, a
word unnecessary in Hebrew, on the second to the last line to preserve Wallach's
intention to limit her last line to one word. “Experience” alone as the last line clearly

portrays the theme of the poem.

In Grandma Marmoryal, Wallach seems to be using the word memorial as a

created loanword into Hebrew, but spelled in a manner that the little boy's character in

the poem may pronounce it. The little boy of the poem sees his grandmother as a fount

"Grossman, 67.
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of knowledge of his family's past. She sees in him a sort of memorial too, a memorial of
herself to be passed down into the malleable boy. The grotesqueness of the word's
change to “Marmoryal” not only echoes the odd Hebrew spelling by Wallach, but implies

the wrongness of the grandmother’s intentions.

In the first line, “I will stay with you” is repeated. The “I” is that of the boy, but
the object, “you”, the Grandma, is first written in Hebrew in the feminine, and then
appears in the masculine in the line’s second iteration. This strangeness in regard to
Grandma Marmoryal foreshadows the poem's end in which the boy becomes his
grandmother. Translation of Wallach's use of unusual gender construction to English is
fraught with difficulty. English does not smoothly hold the idea of “you feminine” or
“you masculine,” and I did not feel the boy could call his grandmother, “grandpa” or

“you, woman” so | have left this gender unease out of the English translation.

When choosing a preposition to use in translating line 6, “looking out the window
or “looking through the window”, both work equally well in English. | chose “through
the window” because it works with the rest of line 6 and line 7 to imply that Grandma
Marmoryal is observing the family history, weird and horrifying, in a vision looking
through this window and into the past. | chose to translate \xwin% as “l am left.” This
fits into the phrases “l won't be left alone” in line 10 and “I am left alive” five lines from
the end. | chose this translation for "xwn7 over “remain” because the poem's words are
the speech of Grandma Marmoryal, and as a dark figure living in a shack, her speech
should be of low register. Similarly, I chose “that's why” instead of “therefore” also in

line 10, and “just” instead of “exactly” in line 16.

I chose to capitalize the word “Yes” in line 7 because, repeated, it is the first word

41



Grandma Marmorial speaks. 1 did so just as one would at the beginning of an English
statement, although Hebrew is without capitalization and thus cannot guide translation
on this point. | do not capitalize her following statements. This lack of capitalization
except at the beginning of lines reinforces the picture of Grandma Marmorial's words

spilling out in sentence fragments like her fragmented memories and prediction.

Four lines from the end of the poem the word 2ayn is used by Wallach. | have
translated it as “pass,” representing the cruelty that Grandma Marmoryal will pass on to
her grandson. The word pass in English can imply “passing down” possessions and
traits from generation to generation. However, 1*ayn can also hint at the word nnay,
sin. Grandma Marmoryal's sins cannot be so well implied in English, or, at least, | was

not creative enough to do so.

In the poem The Isle of Life I chose to use the word “Isle” instead of “Island” to

create the image of a fantastical location which the narrator has “found,” drifting to it in
the current. This image of the isle is why | also felt empowered to translate 'na nx 'nma
DN as “I built my bungalow among them.” “Bungalow” certainly creates that
“Fantasy Island” vibe, and allows the translation to mirror the assonance of the Hebrew
line in the repeated “b” sound. VX '79 in line 4 was difficult to translate. 7o is something
golden, and this is its plural. Nix is light, therefore “goldens of light” is the right idea. |

chose “rays” to be the noun in English so that golden could modify it.

Eight lines from the end, nx119n »x could be translated as a proper noun,

“The Pearl Island,” or “The Isle of Pearls” to mirror the title of the poem “The Isle of
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Life.” Instead, in this Hebrew smichut—construct state--“island” can function simply as
a common plural noun, “the islands of pearls.” | chose to translate it as a common
plural noun so that it is most congruent with my interpretation of the poem—that this
flood from the islands of pearls are a flood of tears from the crying in the poem's

previous line.

Wild light

My Body Was Wiser than | is found in Linda Stern Zisquit’s book of

published translations, Let the Words, Selected Poems by Yona Wallach, excerpts of
which are found at the end of my thesis. My translation of this poem differs from hers
significantly. Of the body, in line 2 she uses the phrase “its ability to suffer was less than
mine” while | preferred “its tolerance of pain was less than mine.” While roughly
equivalent, and both possible in Hebrew usage, there are pros and cons to each choice.
Certainly the word “suffer” has greater emotional impact, and perhaps more relevance
to the later “staggering” body. Yet it is quite a confusing phrase. While tolerance of pain
may be a less poetic and more medical concept, without a very careful reading “ability to
suffer” is vague, unlike my distinct reference to pain. In fact, because Zisquit has paired
“suffer” with the word “ability,” it can seem to mean exactly the opposite--that the body
still retains ability.

Zisquit translates *1in line 3 as “enough” while I instead chose “stop.” In Hebrew
the word '7 is a sharp rebuke by anyone incessantly bothered, or can mean an eventual
giving up. I choice “stop” as best conveying the first of these. | believe that Wallach'’s

body was in this case signaling its frustration that the protagonist, perhaps Wallach’s
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soul in this case, continued its onslaught of demands. “Stop” also has the benefit of
being a short, sharp word like *T while “enough” does not fit this pattern.

Later in the poem, in line 6, Zisquit herself uses the word “stopped” for j7'09n
while I chose to write that “my body ceased.” In this circumstance, | was constrained by
having already used the word “stopped” in my translation of a different Hebrew root,
however that is not the only reason for “ceased.” The word “ceased” reminds one of
“deceased” and, in fact, brought to my mind a local business from my hometown, the
“Cease Funeral Home.” Since the word “cease” does have connection to a faltering body,
I thought it conveyed well the stopping of the body in the poem.

Three lines from the end of the poem, Zisquit uses two words, “it faltered” to
translate one word of Hebrew 7w>. To investigate this choice, we must use the previous
line, “my body couldn't, it faltered, and I got up and had to walk away.” It appears
Zisquit is struggling to form two full sentences out of these words, which does not seem
to be necessary considering Wallach’s stream of consciousness style. Also a correct
option in Hebrew, I chose to use one word, “staggered” to represent 7w>. Dispensing
with the “it” and using only one word has greater impact. It is also more authentic to the
style of the poem, representing “staggered” in its context as though a word surrounded
by commas in one longer sentence.

In the second to the last line, Zisquit writes, “And | got up and had to walk away,”
while I wrote “and | stood up forced to walk.” Again, both are correct. Yet “forced”
certainly produces a feeling of an outside force, whether physical or psychological, which
causes Wallach’s soul to depart from its body. “Had to walk away” to me is reminiscent

of leaving one’s children at the daycare, and not a force that separates soul from body.
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My last discrepancy from Zisquit appears in the last line. She writes “and | got up
and had to walk away, and my body after me” while 1 wrote “and | stood up forced to
walk, my body following.” In this case, Zisquit is much closer to the Hebrew than my
use of “my body following.” However, | believe that | have conveyed the same meaning,

not only with concise and poetic phrasing, but with a clearer image.

Forms

He detaches himself from his sex is about sex, which, unlike gender, is

determined by one’s physical sexual characteristics. This classification of male and
female leads Wallach to explore whether men and women relate to their sex in a
different manner. The poem continues to meditate on sex in general which “drowns like
a lost land.” This murkiness of sex swamps Wallach’s message in the second half of the
poem. Wallach tells of a “fortunate” man who is not detached from his sex. This man
seems to embody traditionally feminine emotional traits, but with a “holy smile” and a
“halo.” There is a “biochemical energy” which Wallach has attributed to the male sex at
the end of the poem. She leaves the female sex to embody greater understanding and
practicality, while the male sex is mysterious with an inherent natural power. In this
way, Wallach has once again turned the tables on traditional notions of gender, or, here,
biological sex.

|'n is the word that is used in Hebrew for biological sex. As it English, 1m is also
used for sexual intercourse, and in Hebrew it additionally means “type,” as a
classification. In the line, “He detaches himself from his sex,” it seemed obvious to me

which meaning Wallach was incorporating for |'m in the context of the poem. | was,
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however, concerned that the word “sex” in English would bring to mind male primary
sexual characteristics which could theoretically become physically detached from the
male body. Since the word “sex” is so closely equivalent in both languages, even with my
concerns the necessity to use “sex” for 1'n was clear. The tension over the word also
exists in Hebrew I'm certain, and so Wallach has left us with confusion.

Two phrases parallel to one another caused me to return to this poem again and
again--juy 7'22 naopn 1T 722 0'man. The translation of these two simple phrases is
hampered by their multiplicity of meanings. The Hebrew preserves all of them at once,
while my process of translation to English by necessity must limit the inherent range of
meaning.

7172 can mean great, old, or large just to name a few, while |oj is its opposite.
The phrasing “those greatest at a great age,” could easily be “those oldest at an old age,”
for example, while its parallel would then use the word young. While | felt it was clear
the phrase did not refer to physical stature, | believe Wallach likely allows it to reference
both age and status. So which to choose? | attempted to find words in English which
embodied both characteristics and yet seemed roughly to be opposites of one another. |
therefore arrived at “Those greatest at great age, those minor at a minor age,” “minor”
referencing “minors” who are not yet eighteen years old. While | do not believe these
verses preserve the simplicity in tone of 717a and |uj?, | nonetheless have let the matter
rest for now.

Two major challenges to translation were presented in this poem, the first
surrounding the word “sex,” and, secondly, the phrasing of “greatest” and “minor.”
Beyond these there were a number of other Hebrew phrases which presented difficulty,

more so than in my other translations. These phrases tested my understanding of
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Hebrew structures, my use of a dictionary, and certainly how best to place the words
into sensical English with an appealing sound. For example, “electric field whole halo,”
“biochemical energy’s source,” “an ancient source restoring itself,” and “disappearing in
a flash” are beautiful phrases. They all appear very near the end of the poem, and so |
wanted these phrases to connect to one another, together promoting the impression of

natural energy.

Blaze like a Woman was a difficult poem to translate because it packs many

concepts into very few words and lines. It is hard to convey what occurs in the poem,
other than that a fiery woman’s appearance is described. The “fiery woman” in Hebrew
is a much more poetic phrase than in English. While wx, “aish” and nw'x “isha” don’t
share the same vowel sound, their letters are quite similar. It seemed impossible to
construct a similarly classic phrase in English while keeping to very simple words used
in the poem. In the poem, the word wx is used repeatedly. While a more likely
translation of wx would be “fire” | chose to use the more poetic “blaze,” technically still
correct.

The title of the poem, DTX> wXN, is not the same as its first line, nw'x> wxn. In
the first, the protagonist of the title is not gendered, and so the title would more likely be
translated as “the blaze like a person,” while the second certainly refers to a woman.
While that change in the phrase one line to the next may seem puzzling at first, clearly
Wallach has chosen the word nTx, person, for the title due to its similarity to the word
DITR--in Hebrew “red,” the color of fire.

Wallach begins constructing the visual image of her fiery woman, red hair and

black gloves to her shoulders. These elegant gloves represent the elegant woman, who is
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called n'una7x WX nw'R NT'R, “oh how a woman is an elegant fire,” in the last line. All of
the words in this phrase begin with the Hebrew letter “aleph,” and three of four words
begin with the same vowel sound. The vowel sound of the fourth is similar.

How could | begin to reflect authentically the sounds of Wallach’s language? This
woman'’s elegance of dress inspired me to take poetic license, translating this phrase into
English as “what a woman in fiery finery.” While not as satisfying as the original
Hebrew, the English phrase allows for alliteration in two letters, and conveys the
“elegance” of her character.

In contrast to her elegant gloves, the woman is described as wxn n'7¥n n'TIX, “a
piece of burning wood, rescued from fire.” This phrase is the English idiom “a firebrand
snatched from the fire,” yet in Hebrew the words also bring to mind survivors of the
Holocaust. This reverence to survivors gives one meaning to the woman’s nakedness,
with her black nipples, and serves to contrast to her, again, elegant gloves. | chose to
add one more fire reference, translating “char-black nipples,” though simply “black”

would be the direct translation.

In Mirror image Wallach likens the body to natural phenomena, leaving open

the opportunity for a surprise question of comparison at the end of the poem. We may
not only continue her pattern of similes, “the eyelashes are the birds,” written roughly in
parallelism, but ponder the nature of our own bodies. She breaks this parallel structure
and rhythm purposefully at times. For example, in the second line she refers to “the
forehead, the face,” giving double weight to one side of the simile.

This poem highlights the challenge of translating the “hidden” quality of the

Hebrew verb ni'n%. In Hebrew, many of this poem'’s lines consist of a noun followed by
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an adjective and no verb. The translator therefore must decide whether to build these
short blips of imagery into traditional verbal sentences, or to keep them in poetic
phrasing of simply noun/verb. I chose begin with verbal sentences, “the eyelashes are
the birds” for example, because that structure seemed to lend itself better to being used
with a definite article.

I justified my switch to nonverbal form in lines 4 and 5 for two reasons. The first
is that Wallach already makes a break in parallelism by changing to phrases with an
indirect object for these later lines. The second is much more practical. Because ni'n% is
not expressly written in these Hebrew lines, beginning with “the nose, clouds,” Wallach
easily uses a simile in which a singular noun is compared to a plural one. This
combination creates an awkward sound in English, and so | chose to avoid using a verb
at all. In a poem of longer lines perhaps these decisions surrounding ni'n? would be less

impactful, but in Mirror Image these choices stood starkly.

Wallach’s poem A Girl of 10, 11 describes an almost magical nature scene

populated by prepubescent wonder and relationship. The running of both girl and fawn
create this impression. The girl’s crying seems to be that of the innocent, as is her
relationship to the boy she teaches. Wallach’s refuses to let their youthful actions be
classified as evil by the judgmental, worldly adult society. The poem’s abrupt transition
to adult eyes is signaled by the coarse language of the last line, “wouldn’t know shit,”
which breaks the innocence of childhood existence. Rabbi Tamar Duvdevani assisted
with the idiomatic translations in my work.

In the fifth line, I have translated j'vn% as “well-spring,” instead of simply as

“spring.” Although not my original intention because the register is not an everyday
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word, well-spring draws the reader into the fairytale world of the girl. “Well-spring”
works best here because an alternate translation “the bitter spring” immediately brought
to my mind the season spring, and thus “a bitter spring” represented a time of hardship.
Since that is the opposite of the tone the poem conveys it is important not to let that
imagery arise here.

An idiom is found in this poem which causes difficulty in equivalence of the
translation. In the 13th line | have translated iwxha T literally, “his blood is on his
head,” as “he has blood on his hands.” This, of course, is an English idiom of
responsibility for ill consequences which is equivalent to the Hebrew expression.
However, Wallach has used “And blood will flow from his mouth and from his head” in
line 10 and 11. She obviously wants to connect a literal description of the boy’s fate with
the meaning of the idiom by mirroring its words. | cannot find a way to do this in
English and leave the idiom intact. Therefore, I hope that simply the use here of blood
applied to the boy’s body, both literally and figuratively, will be enough to link these

lines in meaning and create a poetic impression.

In Her Body They Became Shapes has a soft and quiet tone, arising from

the word oy, “floated,” in line four. As it is the only active verb in the poem, it creates
the poem’s leisurely tenor. The image of floating shapes is clarified by the word “fetus”
in line 7, “under the skin” in line 8. Wallach lets the phrase “,n"17x "1n'0>” curves of
ears, float alone in line 5, representing both the larger curved, curled shape of the fetus,
and the fetus’ own ears and nose. The dragons and other animals lost may be the fetus’
physical characteristics, in its morphing path from animal-like to recognizably human.

Or, they may instead be the lost adolescent world of the now soon-to-be mother.
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The floating in the woman'’s body recalls a state in later pregnancy that I
remember quite well. When standing or sitting becomes uncomfortable and tiring,
much of a woman’s time is spent lying down on her back, with the calming feeling of a
fetus, in my case two fetuses, swimming above.

Wallach writes of “other senses, the significance of which a man never hears.” |
chose to translate nTx as “man” in this line, even though “person” would also be an
equivalent translation. In fact, the word “man” may be translated in reverse to other
Hebrew terms such as naa. This choice to specify “man” as the one who will “never hear”
reinforces these sensations that only a woman who has been pregnant will recognize.
This is an interesting poem for Wallach to have written as she did not have any children.
Although she does write in her poem Absalom of an abortion she publicly
acknowledged, the poem with its pregnancy theme does not fit the autobiographical
nature of many of her poems.

Wallach plays with sound and spelling at the end of the poem. The word ivaunw
three lines from the end, and yniv in the last line, obviously share similarities. While |
would like to continue that auditory and visual relationship between the two words into
English, it seems unable to be done. While “other senses the significance of which” has

assonance, it does not convey the same playful quality of the spelling in the Hebrew.

Appearance

Period is a poem about an elaborate image of a bloody landscape. Its tone is one

of safety and warmth, however, because it is clear, even from the title, that the blood is
that of menstruation. Beginning in the third line, and throughout the poem, verbs with

the root osv1 are used when describing the actions of the blood. At times a causative form
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is used, but not exclusively. When this word is used in a literary manner, as it is in
Period, it means “to drip,” or “to trickle” seemingly regardless of its form.8

Wallach is telling a story, a double story. The first is an elaborate scene of flowers,
a sky, a great, golden goblet, and even a small boy amid the trickling blood. This story, of
course, serves as a visual metaphor of the menstrual cycle. The story is one that begins
to build, and then seems to withdraw again mid-way through the poem, the sky
brightening, and the appearance of the phrase “after it had dripped blood.” The climax
of the poem only arises with the “enormous golden goblet” of blood of line 14. Clearly as
a metaphor for the menstrual cycle there should be no lightening of the flow of blood,
only for it to appear again overflowing. Yet a very convincing interpretation by Rabbi
Tamar Duvdevani explains that there are indeed two metaphors for this goblet present
in the poem.

The first, as | see it, is the most obvious, as it appears in the name of the poem.
There is the menstrual blood dripping from “all things” in line 8. Clearly the goblet
shape represents the body just as the flowers did. The goblet overflowing with blood
represents an aggregate of the blood of the flowers. The goblet is filled oTa 'now Ty, to
its edge with blood. Another meaning of the word now is lips, however. | used both
“filled to the top,” and “to its lips.” In doing so | provide both a plain reading as a goblet,
then affix a subtext in line with the metaphor of a woman’s body.

Wallach’s second metaphor, more powerful, is hidden. According to Rabbi
Duvdevani, the enormous golden goblet filled with blood represents the Kiddush cup. In
some Jewish traditions, during Kiddush the wine is poured, filling the cup to its top, as

itis 6 lines from the end. Then one continues pouring wine into the Kiddush cup until it

8 (Rav Milim n.d.)
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overflows, as it does in the last line of the poem. This overflow shows that “the share is
full,” as Wallach says one line from the end.

But how to deal with this variety of ©01 as the metaphoric wine is poured?
Perhaps all the words with a similar root should be translated into the same word as
discussed as a translation concept above. All the flowers and the goblet share the same
root and thus equal the same dripping action. However, to keep this scenario in line
with menstruation, the verbs should represent the appearance of the blood, beginning
slowly, growing, and then tapering off. | chose to translate sva in line 3 as “seep blood”
to represent the experience of the first day of menstruation. I next used
“trickle blood” in line 5 to represent the increasing of the flow. Next, in line 8, | used
“dripped blood” to indicate the finally decreasing flow.

When one views the poem as two stories in one, the next two instances of s
happen within the Kiddush cup metaphor. At first the goblet is filled to the top and |
have translated that it “dribbles blood,” perhaps as the wine dribbles in a small stream
just down one side of the Kiddush cup. Finally, 901 reaches the climax with the last line.
As “the goblet overflowed” the wholeness of the moment is marked and experienced.

In line 13 | have used the word “purified” to describe the sky after the rain of
blood. My initial impulse was not to use “purified,” for Ninv, although it is a fitting
reference. The word can represent the eventual state of purity for a woman in “niddah,”
the practice in which a woman is purified after menstruation. 1 did not think Wallach
would embrace the practice of niddah, which many women see as denigrating, in such a
woman-positive poem. This is an impression based on my own, perhaps limited, notion

of niddah.

53



Yet, as we have seen, religious imagery is not out of place in this poem. When |
was made aware of the goblet representing a Kiddush cup at the end of the poem, |
decided a religious message in this other area of the poem is quite possible. Wallach
does employ religious metaphor throughout her work and sees herself as an
embodiment of a religious message. °

Returning to another, very different theory about sni, perhaps Wallach is using
the same root again and again in the poem to seem meditative, or even constant, like the
repetition of the menstrual cycle. Wallach also employs the conjunction “and” as a
reversing vav at the beginning of many of the sentences of the poem. | have tried to
repeat this usage of the word and “and.” | believe when the poem is read aloud “and,”

too, creates a meditative state, in which one is rocked slowly by the repetition.

The Unconscious Unfolds Like a Fan: Selected Poems

Wallach’s Black Hand is a dark poem in which Black Hand is both a

descriptor and a character in its own right. Black hand’s tone is more serious than a
spooky story or the fictional strangler horror movie the poem references. As the poem
continues, the character aspect of Black Hand becomes more pronounced, although we
see from line 1 that the “limb grasps (pun there) independence” and has “personality.”
Of course, Hebrew does not employ capital letters. This requires the translator to
determine their usage in English. In line 4, | use the translation “a Black Hand,”
capitalized, yet with an indefinite article. I realize the meaning of this phrase is
indeterminate. It seems to be a title or proper name, that other “Black Hands” have also

carried, as well as a condition that this hand exemplifies.

° (Viler n.d.)
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In this translation process, | did not even consider that there may be hands of
other colors, and that black could be uncapitalized as an adjective. Obviously, in line 8,
“Black Hand frightened children,” I highlighted a change—Black Hand became a proper
name for this particular Hand when | discontinued the use of the indefinite article
before it. Hebrew’s lack of an indefinite article to guide me is a challenge.

A necessary question for a poem entitled nhinw T is whether to translate T as
“hand” or, instead, “arm.” The difficulty arises because the entire hand and arm is linked
together as one concept in Hebrew, and the two are not usually differentiated. In fact,
when they are T 9> is most often used for the hand.

While the possibility of “Black Arm”, is not relevant for the pianist or strangler
in the poem, it does bring up a difficulty in translating nax, the second word of the
poem. Although limb is the easiest translation, and has a similarly simple register, a
hand is not really a limb in English in the same way the hand/arm combination is a limb
in Hebrew. Appendage seemed all the better to describe a hand’s relationship to the
body. Yet this word does not sound scary, but instead medical. Therefore, to preserve
the poem’s intended tone, limb was preserved.

I won’t discuss Zisquit’s translation of Black Hand except to say that some of her
phrasing is cleaner and clearer than mine although they both possess the same basic

content and structure.

From the first word And Every Exhale was Oy presented two major

concerns. The first was a question of how to translate no'wi. While this word does mean

“breath” as in Zisquit’s translation, no'wa is also used when referring specifically to
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exhalation. I first learned this from Yoga classes in Hebrew, but it is confirmed by a
dictionary.10 Using “exhalation” changes the poem significantly, simply because
inhalation comes first in breathing and is more prominent one would assume that
image--that the protagonist is excited or filled with joy at her inhalation. The slight
delay of the “Oy,” of gratification until the exhale, has a much different connotation.

The second major concern in this poem’s translation is “ix” for which I used
“Qy.” Should this term be used as a loan word or translated? Certainly, the word “oy” is
often used in American Jewish circles as a loan word from Yiddish. One could argue,
why translate “oy” from Hebrew if the word is not exactly Hebrew in the first place? It
should instead be highlighted as a foreign word for Wallach, signaling its unfamiliarity
to the reader by leaving it untranslated. However, in 1960’s Israel, and with Wallach’s
Ashkenazi heritage, Yiddish was perhaps not foreign to Wallach. Her grandparents
immigrated from Bessarabia, current day Moldova.!!

From my limited understanding, the term “oy” in Yiddish is used most often in
negative circumstances, to express an unpleasantness. Wallach certainly does not use
“oy” with similar meaning in this context. Quite the opposite, clearly. To avoid this
confusion of both positive and negative inherent in the term, it seems there are reasons
to translate them away by choosing an English word. I admit that I was unable to come
up with an English word that carried the same weight as “oy” however. A contending
word would have to be short, more like a noise, an exhale of breath, than a standard

word.

' Cohen, Zafrira Lidovsky. “Yona Wallach 1944-1985,” Jewish Women’s Archive. (Cohen n.d.)
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Another difficult arising was that by translating “oy” I would need to clarify it,
stripping it of its ability to signify a multitude of meaning. I did not want to make it
simply about “joy,” for example, cutting off the opportunity for other, perhaps sexual,
references, which it is likely Wallach intended. In the end, with regard to “oy,” | decided
to leave it untranslated, allowing Wallach to speak on her own terms.

In the second and third lines from the end, another small-scale challenge
presented itself. | chose to translate *nix m7n namyo ' 1yxyx o'rinn as “rhymes played
in me, bells struck me.” Yet there was a very different, yet equally possible translation
possible. o'rinn can mean “kitch” or “beads” which are then 1yxyx "toyed with.” This is
plausible with the next line, "nix m2n oMy, which can mean “It fits me” or “I look
good in it.” Obviously, the beads of a necklace could motivate one to say of herself that
she looks good. However, as rhymes and bells are both musical, I think my translation
has coordination in its meaning linking these phrases. | also think the theme of bells
striking is much grander than that of beads or kitch, and thus my translation better fits

the exultant tone of the poem.

The heart is soft tells of life and death. Startlingly, life is compared to a body at

death. Life is “rigid,” and it is rigid “just like” all the disappointment. Clearly this
disappointment is, itself, over life’s disappointments. Death may be “the final yogic
effort of the body” in a life of fruitless effort. Wallach'’s tale of this hard life allows for
softness, physical and emotional, only at one point, where life and death meet. Although
the poem is entitled the heart is soft, it seems that very little else is. The phrasing of the

poem’s first line “the heart is soft like the body in the instant of death” leaves unclear
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whether the heart is only soft at the moment of death or whether indeed it has been soft
throughout a life of hardship. This softness of heart may contribute to all the pain felt.

A challenge of translation is to preserve the relationship between the same word
used in multiple places in the document by using only one word in the target language to
represent all of them. In this poem the root nwy is used repeatedly, and | translated
them all as “rigid.” In line 2 | would have preferred to translate niwpnna qian md “like
the body in its stiffness” because a more natural translation for rigor mortis is “stiff.”
However, rigid can also be an adjective for a person’s mental state, and thus | felt it was
a more likely paring to “life,” o'wyz n"nn, “Life is rigid,"” in the same line. Using either
rigid or stiff was an unusual choice for nwp. Zisquit uses the word “hard” throughout,
which is the most direct translation. While “life is hard” is certainly an oft used phrase,
Zisquit’s “hard” denotes difficulty, and thus doesn’t really represent the same concept as
does a rigidity of what had previously been softness.

My translation uses “final focus” for *o10n 1112, while Zisquit uses “final
concentration.” “Final focus” is, of course, alliteration. As the poem speaks of yogic
attempts, | also chose the word “focus” since it is a well-used term in the practice of
yoga. In the placement of the words into lines within this poem, Zisquit’s choice is more
faithful to Wallach, who places one single word on a line following a longer line of
words. | chose instead to emphasize the alliteration of “final focus” by placing them on
one line alone together.

Another issue of placement of the poem’s words into lines comes at the last line
of the poem. Wallach’s poem concludes with four words on one line, however n71> does
not fit within the final sentence and acts as an “add-on” to the line. n%1> thus serves to

turn the poem into a kind of run on sentence, leaving it feeling uneasily not properly
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concluded. In English I needed to use three words to translate one, a term called
“elongation.” In translating n71> to “all of it,” | preserved the line structure in hopes of

producing the same tone.

Crocodile Woman creates a sense of the danger encapsulated in a woman’s

body. By using the phrase “this crocodile” rather than “the crocodile” Wallach implies
that she speaks of a specific woman who is particularly dangerous, and who is “liable to
do anything.” Wallach’s use of “his” in “his jaws,” “his eye,” signifies that the woman’s
identity is masculine, as are her desires, even while “spread thighs” would more likely
produce a feminine role sexually.

Wallach often uses discrepancies of gender in Hebrew grammar, for example, not
matching gendered verbs and adjectives with nouns. She also identifies characters with
opposing gender traits, or even changes their sex.

Wallach’s monumental design of semi-mythological heroines at once
presents the male perception of female’s victimization (e.g. “Nizeta is
Little Red Riding Hood™), but immediately proceeds to offer an
alternative story that challenges the logic of a masculine/feminine
dichotomy and its entire range of attached attitudes.1?
In Crocodile Woman it seems clear to me that Wallach is referring to herself and her
own sexual experience, in her “half man” self-named identity. An interview with Meir

Vizlander, an Israeli writer who had a relationship with Wallach, describes her similarly,

12 Cohen, Zafrira Lidovsky. “Yona Wallach 1944-1985,” Jewish Women’s Archive.
https://jwa.org/encyclopedia/article/wallach-yona
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She behaved a bit like a man that gets into bed with every woman

that he finds attractive, that's nice, that it's possible to spend the

night with. 3
Wallach’s crocodile self is explicitly that of vagina dentata. She is warning men of the
danger they face in attempting a relationship of any sort with her, and perhaps
attempting to produce anxiety. The poem is quite short, only three lines long, however I
do not wish to say that it is cut short. The last line serves to draw the poem together in a
satisfying way. Instead, the brevity of the poem gives the image of a crocodile in a
muddy river, with only its head seen above water for a moment before it lowers back

into the depths.
Out of Body creates a window into Wallach’s last years with breast cancer.

“The body, tired after all these years,” is clearly her own. Wallach’s chooses to use “the
body” as a singular noun, in conjunction with the notion that it is “serving and acting for
us” in the plural verb, and so | preserved it in the translation.

In the fourth line Wallach describes herself “qian qjinn 'nxx'.” | chose a smoother
translation, “And | left the body” instead of a more literal “I exited from within the
body” purely for aesthetic reasons in English. The term “left” or “exited” implies leaving
from within herself, but perhaps Wallach did mean to specify that for much or all of her
life she had only been a consciousness “within” her own body. She may have wished to
highlight this peculiar perception with an additional word. This reductionist aspect of
translation, leaving me to make decisions about the meaning of Wallach’s implicit

meaning, is difficult to balance with my desire as a poet to create harmony of tone.

13 Qedar, Yair. “q1 717 5w 0907 7700 Y SV 1o a1 YouTube. July 10, 2012.
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=5Lq7TUELXXQ
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Yona Wallach's poetry is alive with beautiful imagery and surprising twists.
These make it fun to translate. Wallach also uses assonance, rhyming, unusual gender
constructions, enjambments, and verbs which float between possible subjects. These
aspects of her poetry make it complex and wonderful to read, and challenging to
translate. Wallach's work is rich with ways in which translation theory may be

explicated and | hope to have done it justice.

In Conclusion

Every translator takes on a project hoping to adequately convey the particulars of
the text while insuring the spirit of the text remains intact. Yet, when translating poetry
there are higher stakes than prose. If one is to achieve a text of preeminent lyrical
language, equivalence of meaning cannot be the primary concern. Instead each word
must be weighed against others of the phrase, or indeed the poem itself, for each word’s
relation to the whole. Even when faithfully transferring the imagery is the primary goal,
much can be lost from poetic language and expression that cannot be reclaimed. Just as
a poet selects a word for greatest impact, so, too, is effect upon the reader’s sensibility
the yardstick for translation.

In this project | have carefully chosen words and phrasing, attempting to evoke a
smooth quality of diction, register, and tone. While I think this was achieved to a great
extent, there are instances in which I am uneasy about the final product. In my
translation of Black Hand, for example, my translation is choppy and awkward. |

wrestled with this effect, attempting to round it into a pleasant sounding text. Only as |
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near the end of the project have | come to realize that the poem is not meant to be
pleasant and smooth, just as the horror of Black Hand is not to be politely digested.

I use this poem as an example of the great power of the translator. English
readers do not know the sound of the poem or the stress points in which one translation
objective won out over another equally valid and valuable. I have highlighted and
explained some of the choices necessarily made during my project of translating
Wallach’s poetry. | can defend each of them, but | cannot state that each one led to a
better outcome than another translator may find.

Translation of poetry is indeed to write anew as Grossman points out!4. | believe
in the end | was too timid in taking liberties with Wallach’s text. | was not able to
achieve similarities in the assonance found in her poetry, because I committed to
sticking close to the strict meaning of her words for the most part. A worthwhile project
in translation theory would set two translations of the same poem, each with disparate
poetic language objectives, side by side.

| attempted to reconstruct Wallach’s imagery and intent whenever | could. One of
her poetic hallmarks is not divulging her meaning, and this proved most difficult.
Elements of Wallach’s work contain words or phrases that are not clearly attached to
their subjects. | necessarily made a choice in circumstances in which it was required to
render the text into English fully. These choices are the stuff of translation and the
challenges are apparent as I have explained them within my project.

Wallach tackles the body as subject quite often, and many of the poems | chose to
translate are such. This focus on physicality was a major draw to this project. The

feminist obsession with the body as text is clearly a part of Wallach’s work, perhaps even

14 Edith Grossman, why translation matters, 74.
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without knowledge of theory. | have also chosen both dark as well as airy, idealized
poems to give a sample of Wallach’s breadth of tone.

Yona Wallach is a fascinating poet who is not often translated into English, and
thus is not well known in the United States. More than simply a practice of translation
theory, my project is an attempt to better explore her work for myself and share it with
others not necessarily familiar. This has been an experience well worth the effort and |
leave the product of my labor to be read by others who share an interest in Israeli

feminist poetry.
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