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The Feast of Translation -
The Translator’s Choices

The translator’s choices are like a fabulous Georgian feast — piled
high with rich dishes prepared with forethought, tradition and care.
Every bite selected, every convivial goblet of wine drunk with relish,
adds to the quality of the experience. But on this sumptuous table,
there are always dishes that go unsampled, by omission, by preference
of palate or by satiety of effect. So, too, with translation; despite the
translator’s plenty, the table should not groan with the excess that warm
hospitality provides. The preparer of the verbal feast of poetry must
always keep in mind the needs and the intended experience of those
who will be partaking in it. The translator should cook up neither too
much nor too little, nothing either too lofty and spicy on the tongue or
too prosy and insipid in flavor.

In this translation, I and my co-translator, Nana Bukhradze, whose
inspiration led to our undertaking this project, have endeavored to render
the poetry selected into the supple measures of contemporary, American-
inflected English. This presents perhaps a different menu than many
previous translations; the conscious aim is to situate Georgian poetry in
the context of American poetic resources and traditions. Such a choice
entails a number of consequences. To begin with, some of the rhythmic
patterns and likewise the symmetry of regular thyme schemes have
been replaced by what the translators hope will be seen as a quieter
but no less effective music. In this new music, the chiming of internal
echoes of sound — the resonance of vowel and consonant repetition
within and among the lines (assonance and consonance) — together
with slant or partial rhyme (the techniques that are sometimes called
vowel and consonant rhyme), as well as true rhyme, will complement
the freshness of modern diction. Sometimes, therefore, in place of the
formal features of the original, this translation strives for corollary
devices and effects. But it always keeps paramount the contours and
suggestiveness of the image, metaphor and figurative language, along
with tone of voice: those aspects of poetry that are most readily
transferred from language to language and that make up the essence
of poetry’s imaginative power.



This small anthology consists of a sampling of four of the varied and
fascinating poets among the many who make up Georgia’s long-
flourishing tradition of verse. The poets we have chosen to present
span the twentieth century, from Galaktion Tabidze, Terenti Graneli
and Giorgi Leonidze to Ana Kalandadze, who is now over eighty and
still writing; thus this anthology continues symbolically into the twentieth-
first century. Our title, Poetry's Fire, derives from a phrase in one of
the poems by Leonidze on the pages that follow. The work of these
four celebrated writers suggests the music and heat, the passion and
vivid imagination, the authority and strength of still living folk traditions,
as well as the lyrical and spiritual intensity that can be found in the
landscape of Georgian poetry, as varied as the topography of this ancient
country and cradle of civilization in the Caucasus, for millennia a major
crossroads of peoples and cultures.

It has always been my assumption as a translator that the rich
vintages of the source language — and the Georgian language as well
as Georgian poetry-making and wine-making are ancient creations —
should be decanted into the new wine bottles of the target language in
order best to serve them to contemporary readers of English, to whet
their appetites and hint at the multifarious and subtle flavors of the
originals. So I’'ll end this brief note with a toast to welcome readers to
the small feast to come: To English-language readers of today, and to
Georgian poets past and future.

But I cannot conclude without expressing my personal gratitude
(and that of my wife, Nancy) to our hosts in Georgia, Nana Bukhradze
and her husband Felix Kalandarishvili, for their lavish hospitality and
kindness while I worked on this book.

Adam J. Sorkin
Thilisi, June 2006
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Galaktion Tabidze

-

Galaktion Tabidze (1891 or 1892-1959) was granted the
prestigious title of “People’s Poet of Georgia” in 1933, and
he is affectionately known by Georgians by the nickname
“Galaktioni.” He is known for leading a renewal of Georgian
verse that, in the early decades of the twentieth century,
refreshed and modernized the sounds and rhythms of poetic
practice while paying heed to the heritage of such venerated
poets as Nikoloz Baratashvili. From the time of Artistic
Flowers (1919), he was widely recognized and esteemed for
his talent. Poems such as “Villanelle, “The Moon of
Mtatsminda” and “Blue Horses™ are considered classics.
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Blue Horses

Mists’ snowy drifts are caressed by the setting sun,
A flashing shore, the land of eternity!

No sign of the promised land could I see,

Just cold and a lonely silence.

Silence and the wrath of cold,

In the undying country, only remorse.

No light in your eyes, you lie in a cold tomb —

You lie in a cold tomb, your soul feels no gladness.
Crazed faces of skeleton trees,

Hollow days fly by with unseemly haste!

Through dream visions —drawn by my blue horses
You’ll be carried to where I am. They all are here.
The minutes race on, but | have no regret:

The eternal pillow is not sprinkled with tears,
Vanished are passion and torment like night phantoms,
Like the soul’s euphony in the blaze of prayer.

The blue horses dash away in a sudden thunderbolt,
Like fire’s swirl, fate’s whirlwind!

Here, neither flowers nor relief—a dream!

Your place of rest will be the grave!

Who will know your face or speak your name?
Who will hear your cry, who will believe it?
Nobody will comfort you in this vale of wonders,
Riddling chimeras drowse in the land’s dark spirals.
But light’s arch cannot be canopied!

The desert-swell crests with bone-dry numbers.
Crazed faces of skeleton trees,

Hollow days emerge, quickly rebury themselves.
Only the rage of mists — in this land of eternity,
High above or in the grave, cursed and condemned —
Like the sea’s roaming, fate’s whirlwind and

Bolt from the sky, the blue horses thunder away.

1913
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You’re Thirteen

You’re thirteen and your captive

Is an evil phanton of a grizzled heart —
Let thirteen bullets be laid out in a row,
I must shoot myselfthirteen times!

Another thirteen years will roam
Closer to Highway 26. Tall irises
Must be scythed low, and time
Will weep. So too, my poem.

Oh, how soon they pass, these years of youth —
The cruel, roaring lust of the lion!

Then everything fades to quiet
When the autumn sun is close.

1916
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Vilanel

Allis vision and wind!
Even life—a sudden wind . . .
But beauty is eternal: only beauty.

Day’s dawning at night’s end,
My dearest soul, just myth.
Allis vision and wind.

The heavy sway of Pegasus’s gallop
Beats out arias repeatedly sung.
Beauty is eternal: only beauty.

Again to destroy, again to build . . .
Tedious bell that tolls and tolls
For all —simply vision and wind.

Among the living: to bear a coffin
Brings joy to wicked souls alone,
For beauty is eternal: only beauty.

I long for rest and peaceful sleep
But it is bitter, so bitter.
Allisvisionand wind . . .
Beauty is eternal: only beauty.

* Vilanel- poetic metre spread in Midcentury Europe.
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Childhood Days

Childhood days have flown,

The meadows, cornfields, woods.
Suddenly, from a distant land,

A strange child in black appears.

We fling ourselves in a mournful dance
And our eyes blur with tears.

The grass, river, trees,

Our days, childhood days.

1915
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What Is the Time

Now, no doubt, the hour must be late . . .
Despair has settled for the night in my heart,
Tortured once more by bitter regret —

What time is it? What time is it?

Beyond the window where [ stand, implacable night.
Only autumn has dawned for me.

Maybe it’s three o’clock, could it really be three?
What time is it? What time is it?

Maybe somehow one-third of this . . .

But a glance outside shows black.

From the station the bell screams thirteen —

What time is it? What time is it?

This dark corridor shrouded in thought

Cannot resist the night coachman . . .

The telephone rings, rings again, nervously —
What time is it? What time is it?

God, this sudden early-morning rain

Attacks like an endless torrent of pitch.

Does this hateful night know any bounds?!

What time is it? What time is it?

But listen to Charles Baudelaire: “Bitter and precious hour,
Time for ecstasy, it’s wine o’clock!”

That’s how he’d answer the question —
Whattime is it?
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LA.

Into the dust of the town there fell a child,
Eyes like a fawn’s, hair a mimosa’s.
Angels of blue flew down to earth

On grief’s fleet, gusty breezes.

The street shrieked in terror,
Sun and parental hearth left far behind.

Under the village sun a plum tree burst into flower
And the sisters could be heard in song,

1915
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Snow

Ilove it when [ see violet snow

Falling virginal from the bridge,

The wind’s biting edge of grief,

The mood of patience that softens love’s fierce glow.
My dearest! Snow keeps drifting in my soul,

Days gallop by —and I grow old!

I'have wandered my country’s deserts

Velveted in blue.

And that’s my life:

January finds it easy to befriend me as a brother.
ButI’ll always remember your snow-pale hands.
My dearest! [ see . . . I see your hands,

Listless, angled in a laurel of snow.

Your shawl glistens, vanishes in this desert, again glistens.
That is why [ love it when I see violet snow

Falling virginal from our bridge,

The wind’s biting edge of grief, its wandering,

Irises laid languidly in rows.

It snows! A snowy day heralds such exhilaration —
The blue, exhausted dream snows over me.

Ifonly I survive this winter,

If only this wind lets me be.

There is aroad and there is atender game . . .
Where you come walking through the snow alone, alone!
[ love the snow, much as

Once I loved the secret melancholy in your voice!
The way I loved then, so many things made me dizzy,
The serenity of days in their white crystallization,
Wildflowers in your loose hair,

Wind-blown, clinging to your cheek.

I thirst for you now
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As ahomeless person yearns to be welcomed home . . .

The groves follow me in white

And again I'm alone, face to face with myself.

It snows! A snowy day heralds such exhilaration —
The blue, exhausted dream snows over me.
[fonly I survive this winter,

If only this wind lets me be.

1916
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The Moon Of Mtatsminda

Never before has the moon been so still!
Arrayed in silence, the lyre of twilight.

Moon-gentle breezes weave blue shadows in the branches . . .
I can’t remember the sky so tender, so tranquil.

As if the moon were an iris with a necklace of pale light
And under its beams, wrapped in ethereal dream,

The Mtkvari and Metekhi revealed in a gleam of white . . .
Oh! Never before has the moon been so still!

Here, beside me, the shade of an old man in royal slumber,
Here, in this moumnful cemetery, glittering stars

Speckle the ground with flowers, rose and chamomile . . .
Here, Baratashvili loved to wander, solitary . . .

Let me die in song like a desolate swan
And learn how night peers into the soul,

How dream grows wings that reach from sky to sky
And unfurl dream-sails of blue;

[ want to know how the nearness of death transforms
Roses and rushing cataracts, the dying swan’s threnody.

How for the soul nurtured by the sea,
The highway of death becomes ne more than a rose-pink path
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On which the boldness of poets seems a fairy tale:
Never before has the moon been so still!

Ghosts, so close to you, I welcome death,
I am a king and poet who dies in song,

And my lyre will outlast mortal time . . .
Never before has the moon been so still!

1915

I Nikoloz Baratashvili — XIXth century Georgian poet whose creative work
is an acme of Georgian Romanticism; N. Baratashvili found his eternal peace
among other sons of Georgia in a pantheon on Mount Mtatsminda — “Holy
Mountain’ — Thilisi.
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Terenti Graneli

Terenti Graneli (1897-1934) started writing in his school
years and published his first book of poetry in 1919. Soon
after, he suffered a serious mental illness and spent most of
four years hospitalized. A number of his book titles reflect
the major themes in his poetry: solitariness (perhaps
accentuated by his independent, Bohemian personal way of
life), existential grief, and a metaphysical hopelessness
counterbalanced by his mystical religious intoxication with
the sacrificial, Christ-like role the poet plays — for instance,
Requiem (1920), Mourning Lines (1921) and Tears from the
Soul (1924).
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A Spring Evening

It’s a tranquil evening in spring,
A bird flitting from tree to tree.

My soul soars beyond all bounds,
I still remember the way to your door.

Night embraces the vast sky’s expanse.
Great happiness throbs in my heart.

Before me another dream-space unfolds.
The moon grew weary gazing down on earth.

It’s a tranquil evening in spring,

A bird flitting from tree to tree.

1926
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Galaktioniand I

Yesterday, I was sick, [ was dying,
Now Zozia must have me on her mind.
There’s ademon in Galaktioni
Butthere’s an angel in me.

Every day I receive precious letters.

[ must go to the garden, today’s cold is bitter.
The earth gleams in Galaktioni

But there’s a heavenly spark in me.

Far away, the wind shrieks; nearby anemeies.
Night’s falling; it’s seven sharp.

There’s blue in Galaktioni

But in my verse, the abyss.

Yesterday, I was sick, I was dying,
Now Zozia must have me on her mind.

There’s ademon in Galaktioni
But there’s an angel in me.

1924
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Aimless Wandering

This autumn and this field

Summon me to wander aimlessly.
I'long to take wing high above,

For soul refuses to wait on the ground.

My heart is a pool draining of blood,

And I’m lured by the street like a bee to honey.
Almost every day, in the cemetery,

I meet a beggar and a whore.

Even now each moment feels burdensome,
Even now I’'m unable to help myself,

And whoever has cheeks streaked

With dusty tears, I welcome.

I recall that night black as pitch

When I slept in a trash bin.

It’s windy, the hurdy-gurdy wails,

A morose parrot hunches on its perch.

Earth, you frighten me so much more
When, in dream, I have wandered heaven.
Holy God, why did you grant me birth,
Did I ever ask for breath?!

As for now I remain earth-ridden.

Fear lurks near at hand, someone turns ashen,
And one day those who suffer will arrive

To brood by my grave.
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And oh, such knowledge is such agony

When eyes wait for brighter light, heavenly and intense.
God! It’s so dark around me,
God! the fog so dense.

1924
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I Thirst for Heaven, I Hunger for Earth

[ thirst for heaven, [ hunger for earth,
I’m thinking of the broken tie.

That man, I’m sure, is used to me,
Yet he regards me with a wary eye.

This impression clung to me yesterday, too,
As] contemplated life’s core.

Arms folded, I pace this garden,

But I want to fly to heaven.

No one else wanders the world with heart so wild.
[ keep thinking of my sister far away.

Like a dead man, I should lie down

Somewhere in a field.

I thirst for heaven, I hunger for earth,
I’'m thinking of the broken tie.

That man, I’'m sure, is used to me,
Yet he regards me with a wary eye.

1924
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Giorgi Leonidze
Giorgi Leonidze (1899-1966), familiarly called “Gogla” in
his native country, was honored with the title of “People’s Poet™
in 1959. Leonidze was an important literary scholar,
particularly of old Georgian literature, as well as influential
in poetry for his vigorous, full-throated style. He was selected
an Academician in the Georgian Academy of Sciences in 1944,
headed the Georgian Writers® Union in the early 1950s and
was Director of the Georgian State Institute of the History of
Georgian Literature. His poetry is imbued with a deep
patriotism that can also be seen in his interconnected short
stories that depict and celebrate Kakheti village life. Works
of the 1920s such as “Ninotsminda” and “Mating” established

his reputation as a major poet.
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Ninotsminda

26 March 1926. A night in Ninotsminda’s
courtyard: Sandro Shanshiashvili, Paolo Iashvili,
Titsian Tabidze, and Giorgi Leonidze

Ninotsminda . . . the Kings’ chambers . . .
Within these walls —a bowl of frothy wine;
Why should your eyes aim their fire at mine!
You glowed like an icon—a sultry tigress . . .

The strings of the suzandari made the night tremble,
Avtandil sizzled skewers of mtsvadi on the grill,
The heavens shone with peaches,

The spring was sweet as milk’s rich smell.

Ninotsminda . . . we were fellowship, a tear,

The wound oflove . . . Oh, how it made us blaze,
That night — we were Khazars at the forge,
Artificers of poetry’s fire.

Like Tamerlane’s sword, brothers,
Love wounded me.

I still grieve for that night like an iris
And my love for Atabeg’s daughter;
Her breasts were golden trout,

Her lashes, a field of ripe wheat.

'Khazars: old nomedic tribes, living in steppes and plains to the
Eastwest of Caucasus.
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She is my sole joy —

Avine fruiting in Tsinandali;

She is all gold and honey,

A partridge hidden among the blackberries
Flushed out by the huntsmen’s tambourine.

Ninotsminda . . . we were Khazars . . .
On that night that made us blaze,
Artificers of poetry’s fire —

Fellowship, tears, and that small wound.

1926
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The Poem Will Scud

The clouds will scud across the sky
To scatter grains of golden sand.
The poem will fly and straightaway
Sail off with the sign of youth.

In its pack it will cherish a tear
And a lock of your silver hair.

The downpours will quickly depart
That yesterday flooded your heart.

It will set forth never to return,

A skittish, startled gazelle;

Night’s shivers will wane in its wake;
And the throbs of my heart as well.

Should it ever make its way back,

It won’t find me carefree or sunny;
Should it yearn for youth’s bright ease,
Better it blow free in the breeze.

Poetry, alas, strikes you only

Once —then fuses you with sand’s hard truth.
The poem will fly and straightaway

Sail off with the sign of youth.

1928
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Mating

New wine perfumes the Kakheti air,
The crimson of the woods proclaims September
And the stags’ mating call reverberates.
What do they trumpet

From Karaia’s Raven Mountain?

The hunter hidden in ambush

Will shoot him in the heart,

But a stag must seek a doe.

A stag stout from highland grasses . . .
His mouth spurts saliva and foam,

His coat is torn by branches and thorns.
He has left the green meadows

To find a mate.

The spread ofhis antlers

Crashes through reeds, hay, trees.

A stunned herd gallops headlong, tumbiles . . .
A stag must seek a doe: Here [ am —
Bursting with love! his bellow resounds.
[am a love-maddened male.

The breezes that bear her smell

Drive me to my dream,

To crush my antlers into hers!

So much long locked

Within my heart

Must break and tear. Here [ am —

I must bellow —

A stag

In Karaia . . .

Again [ bellow!

1928
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Ana Kalandadze

Ana Kalandadze (born 1924) published her first collection, Poerms,
soon after she graduated from Thbilisi State University in 1946. Her
poetry was immediately recognized for its distinctiveness and attention
to an affectionate and subtle rendering of the details of ordinary life.
Her poems evidence a ballad-like quality with complex undertones,
suggesting a rhapsodic and spiritual dimension, and her attention to
folk material is part of her spare, evocative style, infused with what
might be termed a refined sense of wonder. Her poetry has been widel y
translated into the major European languages as wel! as Turkish and
Arabic. In 2006 she was awarded the new and highly regarded national
Saba Literary Prize.
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On the Lashari Road

They say your legs are strong, Natela,

Your heart, bounteous and full. Like a young
gazelle

You’ve climbed the precipitous paths . . .
Behind you, already nine brooks like swaths
Of'sun still sparkle with your warmth.

Never before have [ met a woman like you,
Nor mountain paths twisting as these do . . .

1955
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On the Blue Riverbank

On the blue riverbank a reed grows tall.

Very late, late, the moonrises . . .

No breeze rustles the hawthormn, the thistles,

Just moonlight, softly, softly summoning the soul . . .

1960
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Like a Peach Tree

Like a peach tree, on all who pass I showered my happiness —
That others could share the way to our bliss . . .

Like a peach tree, I could not hide my blush-fair bloom . . .

And so Junveiled my joy to all the orchard . . .

But then my delight, supreme fire, burned down to ash and sputter,
Now my blush-fair bloom lies trampled in the gutter.

1969
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You’re a Warm Ray of Sun

You’re a warm ray of morning sun,

And you caress the hills like mist.

No sooner have you left Shuapkho

Than your heart cries to return.

Ifthe reason isn’t plain,

Who else can explain?!

Cometo me, let your light gleam

On these hazelnut slopes in shade.

How can this lead to any harm?

I’ll be so pleased to see you . . . I'll beam.

1955
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Were I to. Follow My Heart

Were I to follow my heart’s choice,

I’d never seek my path in thought.

With you I'd spend my days,
Rejoicing just to be in your heart.

I’d fling a sack of grain across my back

And follow the track straight to the mill . . .

[f anything caused you to end your love,

Like a pheasant I'd simply cease to live.

1955
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Why Have You Changed Your Path?

Your family has always

Honored our holy days.

From the mountains where eagles soar

You like to watch the Aragvi flow.
Yesterday you forgot the road

That winds past the Ochiauri maiden’s door.
You’ve changed your path—

Oh, poor Ana will be heartsore.

1955
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The Translators

Adam J. Sorkin has published more than twenty-six books of
translation. His translations from Romanian have won the European
Poetry Translation Prize of The Poetry Society, London, the Kenneth
Rexroth Memorial Translation Prize, awards in Romania and the
Republic of Moldova, and support from The Academy of American
Poets, the Arts Council of England, the Soros Foundation, and the
Romanian Cultural Institute. He has received Fulbright, IREX and
Rockefeller Foundation grants as well as a fellowship from the National
Endowment for the Arts of the United States. Sorkin is Distinguished
Professor of English at Pennsylvania State University, Delaware
County.

Nana Bukhradze has published two books of translation from
Georgian poetry, Palestine, Palestine by Irakli Abashidze and Verses
in Translation by Ana Kalandadze, both dual-language. She has also
rendered into Georgian works by such varied British and American
writers as T.S. Eliot, D.H. Lawrence, Dorothy Parker and John
Updike. She pursued graduate study in Moscow at the Maxim Gorky
Institute of World Literature and works as an associate professor of
English at the Ivane Javakhishvili Tbilisi State University, while also
teaching master’s level students at the American Georgian University.
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