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Russian poet Osip Mandelstam (1891-1938) was a reluctant but interesting translator, and his critical prose has much to say to translation theory. Both his translations of foreign authors and posthumous translations of his own poetry dovetail with the ideas in his essays on literature, specifically with his lifelong obsession with the survival of the word across epistemological and subjective boundaries. My paper examines the action of translation upon his poetry and his person in the widely varied literary and cultural contexts of postwar Germany and Israel, and in doing so introduces his thoughts on language and culture to the discourse of translation theory.

The paper takes for a case study Mandelstam's resurrection in postwar Germany and in Israel, through the work of poet-translators Paul Celan (1959) and Ezra Zusman (1973). The Mandelstam that emerges in German is far different—as a poet, a human being, and a Jew—than his Hebrew double, not only because of the differing personalities and interests of the translators, but also because of the differing cultural soils out of which the translations grew.

W. H. Auden once complained, “I don’t see why Mandelstam is considered a great poet. The translations I’ve seen don't convince me at all.” It is strange that Auden, a translator himself and a poet who thought deeply about translation as a literary event, would conclude that the deficiency of a translation of Mandelstam lay with the poet and not with the translator. Then again, his statement reflects an epistemological confusion that works upon even the most sensitive of readers: a translation is at once a poem and not a poem, at once the work of a certain human being and not the work of that human being. The word, according to both Mandelstam and Celan, is an ideal meeting-place for subjectivities, whether they be personal, literary, or cultural—and my paper seeks to map out a few specific meeting-places in translations of Mandelstam.

