After Reading C.P. Cavafy’s “Ithaca”:
A Sort of Translation

Abraham Wasserstein

As a boy and a young man in Berlin in the early 1930s my father had one ambition: that
was to be a poet. The language in which he thought and in which he wrote the poems of
his adolescence was German. After 1938 that path was closed off to him —or he chose
not to follow it. He did not become a poet, in any language, and, with a single exception,
he never composed poetry in any language. That exception is the poem here published,
‘After reading C.P. Cavafy’s “Ithaca”: a sort of translation’. The words “after” and “sort
of’in his title (in English) make it clear that AW’s poem is no mere translation; and, as
can be seen, the poem itself is based formally on the Greek at the same time as it is
inspired by and draws on the Greek sources of Cavafy’s poem and, even more, the Jewish
sources of AW’s own experience.

I have printed AW’s version of 1972, as he printed it out on a computer some years
later, with no changes other than minor typographical corrections, mainly of vocalisation
of the Hebrew. In the last line of the fifth stanza, where the first word is no'n, AW had
suggested in brackets at the side reading n9* Y¥, with a question mark (the play on words
between n9', beauty, and no*, Japhet, appealed to him; cf. his article in the Seeligman
Volume, 1983, in whose title in the original Hebrew AW makes a play on the name
Japhet). But because of the query | have not adopted this. On the other hand, in the very
last line of the poem, | have inserted a change which AW had made: the second word of
the last line reads here 1210, foreign lands; AW'’s printed version reads 12717, your path.
But AW had changed that in the margin, and this time without any query. The change is a
clear improvement.

In my English version | have not tried to reproduce all of AW’s Biblical and other
allusions, nor to reproduce the rhythm of his Hebrew. My intention has been to do no
more than offer a plain translation for those without Hebrew.

D.J.W.

When you go up out of Egypt 711N )21Y11 D'IXAN JNKRX]
and when you return from Babylon NN 'AN NNT DA
Let this too be your prayer 11027 N2 NN
Lengthen for us our path NpYn N 111N2
Give us our portion in the desert .21 DY Nndnn 1Nl

And grant us of the wisdom of a foreign nation
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When you go up out of Egypt 2120 J21YA1 D'IXNN JNNX]

and when you return from Babylon JIAN 2,8 X' OON
Do not fear, my son, my beloved 2T ND pony
Amalek shall not smite you N'212 PINXI NIYYpn DVHa Hw
The curses of Balaam and the laugh of Goliath ~ .17'n9* X N7IN0N W91 NN
Shall not frighten your pure soul

Your pure soul :NIIN0N (W01 NN
As long as you do not defile it TINDUN XD TIY D)
With the fashioning of idols NIYI 220 '9'ON 21X'W]

of vanity and emptiness nWYo1 DITXI pony
Amalek and Edom and Philistine DIoown — qwo Mixn

The creatures of your soul, the base

Do not fear in your going out of Babylon .222n JNNXA XI'KD DN

Let your path be long 277 'AN XY NDINX
To rejoice and be happy nNY21 wIy?
In praise and in glorification nawai Yom
Of your coming to far-off ports D'PINY D'ONMY NI
When you come to the cities .T1901 TIWN YY) NI

of Ashkenaz and Sefarad Y9N DY Annn oipnd

To a place of rest where you shall sojourn LN N9 1HAN Nawa
When you sit in the tents of Japhet your brother AIDDN W2 AN INT2
In your blood shall you mix, into your flesh absorb 212 DY1vn nom
Of the beauty of the entire world

when you go up out of Egypt 2120 IN2%21 DMIXNN NNX]
and when you leave Babylon WYNN D'IAD WIDN]
Enrich yourself with the riches of the nations 1T X' NIINN

Long is the path
Long the wisdom of Japhet

And her price is far above rubies

When you dwell in Babylon

and when you set out on the path
Let not Zion depart from your heart

Is not Zion your lot

19 NNoNn NJINKN
.110N 0'1'19N pInal

1112 INNNXAI 112 nava

WInn N2 7a%n iy

JIXND DWW VN1 Ao [I'Y XON
TN X' NIINX — YN XD YN X
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and to return there were you not created
But nay do not run — For the path is long

Long two thousand years, and more. JTIVE,DU9ON NNY NDINKX
And wise, and with the white hair of your old age ~ N1pt WW Na'wal ,0dNlI
And rich with the wisdom of the world D21V NNIN1 1'wYI
At the end of time you shall present yourself TIMYN Y ' Yo

for your destiny N29NIN N1Y ANTX DY

Upon poor and wretched earth

in Zion, the arid, the desolate, the holy NYITPN ,ANNYN ;XN |I'X]
IFOr1 It is she who gave you to a brilliant exile] np*1an NIYa> X' X'
Only thus, destroyed, did she N'TCDWTHR MTIT ,NAANn )
hallow your wanderings JND Y TV 'K LN 0TIV XD
No more does she give you, .NX,NNWYN 1210 NNdNa

for she has no more to give
With the wisdom of foreign lands
you will enrich her.

(17.6.72 2">wn 1mna 'n ,Npn NwID WTIp NaY 0I'2)
[''OwN0l TR
(On the Holy Sabbath, Portion Huqqgat, 5 Tammuz 5732/17.6.72)

Addi Wasserstein

[Translated from the Hebrew by David J. Wasserstein]
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IOAKH by Constantin Cavafy

24 Byelc oTOV TNYaIWo yid v ‘104kn,

V& ebxeoal vaval Pokpoc O dpopog,

YEUATOC TEPIMETEIEC, YEUATOG YVAOTEIC.
ToU¢ Aalotpuyovag kol Tou¢ KUKAwaC,

TOV Bupwpévo Moaoelddva W eofaaal,

TETOIO OTOV JpOUO gou MOTE gou d&v Ba PBpfig,
Qv pEV’ N oKEWPIC 00U DPNAT, GV EKAEKTH
guykivnolg t® mvedpa kai TO o@pa gou Ayyilel.
Touc Ao10Tpuyovag Kai toug KUK)\wTrorc,

TOV ayplo Mogeld®va dev Ba OUVOVTNOELG,

av Oév ToUG KOUPBOVEIG MEC OTAV Yuxn oov,
av N Yuxn oou d&v TOLC GTAVEL EUTIPOC GOU.

NG ebxeoan vaval pakpug 0 6pouag:

MoAMX TO KaAOKQUPIVA TIPWIa vat Elval

Tmou e Tt ebXapiotnal, pe Ti xapa

8a pnouvalc fof3 )\lpsvac npwroaéwpsvouc

VA OTOUOTNOEI O EUTOPETO DOIVIKIKA,

Koi TEC KOAOG TIPOYHATELEG V' dnomhosnc,
O'SVTE(plG Koi KOpGAALD, KeEXpIUMApIa K’ EBevou,
Koi Nndovika HUPWAIKG KABe Aoyrg,

300 UTMOPETG IO Agdova NdoviKa uupwéu«x

0& TIOAEIC AlyunnaKsc no)\)\sc VA TAc,

VA paBelg Koi vé paBelc am’ Toug oTmoudaaPEVOUC.

Mavta oto vol gou vayelg v ‘16dKn.

TO @BdoIpov EKET €1V’ 0 TPOOPIGHOS TOU.

AMG N Bradeic 10 Ta&e1dL doAoUL.

KaAAitepa xpovia TOAG va SlapkEael”

Kol yépocg mid v’ apaéelc oo vnai,

TA0DGI0¢ e 600 KEPOIOEC GTOV dPOO,

U TPOadoK@VTAC TACLTN va o d®ael 1 ‘16AKN.

‘H ’18akn ¢’ Edwoe T’ dpalo TOEETI.
Xwpic autrv 6&v BARyaIveg aTov dpopo.
AN Oév EXEL va of O(doEl TIA.

Ki av MTWYIKN TNV BPETC, N IOaKn d¢v og yéAaoe.
‘E101 009O¢ TOU Ey1veg, pe Toon METpa,
non 6& 10 KatdAafeg N 18dkec T1 onuaivouv.
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