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«Отвяжись, я тебя умоляю…» 

_________________________ 

 

 היסורל
 !חַוֹכּ  ילִ  ןיאֵ  ,יבִזְעִ  :יבִּ  ןֵנּחַתְמִ
 .ןוֹאשָּׁהַ  קתֵּתַּשְׁהִ  .ארָוֹמ  לילֵ
 חַוֹנמָוּ  טעַמְכִּ  ,ספֶאֶ  יִנאֲ
 .ןוֹרוָּעִ  םַיבְּ  Hִילַּגַּמִ

 תדֶלֶוֹמּהַ  וֹתוֹצרְבִּ  בזֵוֹעהָ
 .יאשַּׁרַ  תרֶמֶּצַבְּ  בבֵַּילְ
 ,תדֶרֶלָ  יתִּקְפַּסְהִ  קמֶעֵלָ  Hאַ
 .ילַאֵ  תשֶׁגֶלָ  יזִעֵתָּ  לאַ

 תעַדַּהַמֵ  קחַמְאֶ  .ילִ  אבֵּחַתְאֶ
 .דֹמעֱאֶ  הזֶּבַּ  םגַּ  –  יתַוֹמשְׁ  תאֶ
 תעַגַלָ  יבִּ  םוֹלחֲבַּ  ףאַשֶׁ  ידֵכְּ
 .תוֹמוֹלחֲ  םVחְאֶ  אV  –  ילִשְׁכָּתִּ

 .תזֶֶנגְִנ  רבָכְּ  הרָיחִבְּהַ  תַיּרִפְסִ
 ימִצְעַ  תאֶ  סרֵסָאֲ  ,םמֵּדַאֲ
 תזֶעֶוֹל  תרֶבֶּרְבַבְּ  רימִאְָו

 .יִנוֹשׁלְ  –  דיחִָיּהַ  יִנוֹה  תאֶ
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 ,תדֶמֶתְמַ  תעַמַּדַּ  Hרֶדֶּשֶׁ  קרַ
 ,םירִבָקְּהַ  יֵנשְׁ  לעַשֶׁ  םיאִשָׁדְוּ
 ,תדֶעֶוֹרהָ  רדָּשַּׁהַ  תפַּלִקְוּ
 –  םיִיּחַהַ  תישִׁארֵמֵ  ילִּכְֻו

 ,תרֶוֶּעִהָ  סוּר  ,יבִּ  יטִיבִּתַּ  לאַ
 :שׁקֵּבַמְ  יִנאֲ  תאֹז  –  ימִחֲרַ
 תרֶבֶוֹנ  תְּאַ  םחָפֶּהַ  רוֹבבְּ  םאִ
 !שׁשֵּׁמַלְ  יסִַּנ  לאַ  יַיּחַ  תאֶ

 ,חַוּלּבַּ  רבָכְּ  ףלֵּחַתְהִ  ןדָּעִ  יכִּ
 ןוֹגָיְו  םירִוּסִּי  ,השָׁוּבּ  לעַ
 ,חַוּטבָּ  הזֶ  ,בישִָׁי  אV  דחָאֶ  ףאַ
 .ןוֹבּשְׁחֶ  םוּשׁ  רֹגּסְתִּ  אV  ישִׁפְַנְו

1939 
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TRANSLATOR’S POSTSCRIPT: 

 

t’s hard to argue with literary idols. And yet—“thou shalt not make unto thee…” 

For me, Nabokov is one of the three greatest names in twentieth-century literature 

(the other two are Borges and Kafka—ranking them feels unnecessary). Naturally, during my 

translation of Eugene Onegin, I ended up memorizing Nabokov’s commentary on the novel almost 

by heart. I should note that his commentary was far more meaningful to me than Yuri Lotman’s—

not because Lotman isn’t a brilliant scholar, but because he wasn’t a poet. He viewed the novel 

I 
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through a non-poetic lens, missing alliteration and many other intricacies. In other words, I came 

to see Nabokov as a poet in no small part thanks to his commentary on Pushkin—strange as that 

may sound. 

And yet—I chose to translate Onegin into Hebrew with strict metrical equivalence. In 

fact, I always try to preserve the prosody of the original as completely as possible. Here is why: I 

once noticed that in memoirs about Mandelstam, Khodasevich, and Mayakovsky—three very 

different poets—there are strikingly similar passages. In each, we’re told that the music came first. 

Sometimes it was like a noise in the head; Mandelstam even shook his head to try to “expel” it. 

Why is that? And why does it matter? 

I sometimes give lectures on poetry translation into Hebrew, and I always start by asking: 

what is poetry? Of course I’m familiar with the Russian philologist Mikhail Gasparov’s book, but 

still… well? The audience is usually at a loss. So I offer a clue: what is drama? We quickly reach 

agreement—drama is literature written to be performed (on stage, on screen, in the circus—doesn’t 

matter). And poetry? Then I suggest this answer: “Poetry is literature written to be heard.” Or put 

another way: poems must be ‘read with the ears.’ If a text cannot be perceived aurally, then it isn’t 

poetry. 

To read with the ears means that the author’s message is conveyed not only—or 

sometimes not even primarily—through verbal meaning, but through additional means. These 

include meter (and playful deviations from it), rhyme, alliteration, a wide range of phonetic 

devices, usage, homonyms, deliberate linguistic imprecision (from misplaced stress to “incorrect” 

forms), and much more. Many of these tools are directly borrowed from music—or at least have 

clear musical parallels. All of this is part of the poem as a literary work. 

A poetic translation, then, is a translation that strives—wherever possible—to preserve 

this delicate poetic matter. Metrical equivalence is the minimum requirement, and a necessary one. 

If all the “for-the-ear” content is lost, then translate it as prose—or better yet, translate prose. 

 
 

 

 


