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My heart stirs with pretty words


I speak my poem to a king


My language is the pen of a skilled scribe


רָחַשׁ לִבִּי דָּבָר טוֹב


אֹמֵר אָנִי מַעֲשַׂי לְמֶלֶךְ


לְשׁוֹנִי עֵט סוֹפֵר מָהִיר׃


Psalms 45:2


תְּהִילִּים מה:ב












introduction






Ethelbert gifted me his words and trusted me to turn them into Hebrew. I riffed on them—as translation is another form of jazz and adopts the same language of theme and variation. It occupies the same space as John Coltrane taking the theatrical beauty of “My Favorite Things” and turning it into a “whirling dervish.” My work on these poems started as an exercise that my poetry teacher—the wonderful Joanna Chen—offered me on a March day over a spinach bourekas and iced coffee. “See what you can do with this,” she said. I dove into Ethelbert’s poetry. I devoured his biography. His beginnings in the Bronx, his career that straddled the line of academic and author, his connection to many major writers of the 20th century, his vocation as a literary activist, and his dedication to bridging divides through literature. I found it—and continue to find it—a privilege to translate his words into Hebrew. As a white Jew, on a more personal note, I am moved by Ethelbert’s consistent dedication to dialogue between and within Black and Jewish communities throughout his career.


Translating Ethelbert’s poetry from English to Hebrew was an immense and rewarding challenge that I will not soon forget. Not least among the challenges was that Hebrew is not my native language. Following the structured but generative format of haiku provided another set of obstacles that I was eager to learn how to manage with delicacy and grace. In both of these charges, questions of authenticity and authorial intent abounded. To whom was I being most faithful to in any given moment—Ethelbert, the Hebrew poem, or the Modern Hebrew language? The task became clear. In every moment I had to be true to all of these different voices, while also creating a cohesive aesthetic sense throughout the collection. Learning to do this was a practice as serious as a jazz musician practicing their scales, a poet reading up on the canon, and myself learning as much as I could about Ethelbert, the art of haiku, and Modern Hebrew so as to be a proper translator sensitive to these three components. Consider this haiku:


88


where is my jazz hat


the one that monk used to wear


oh ruby my dear


כּוֹבַע גֵ’ז שֶׁלִּי


זֶה שֶׁמּוֹנְק הָיָה חוֹבֵשׁ


רוּבִּי יְקָרָה


On first read, this poem appears to be a tribute to the great jazz pianist Thelonious Monk. Known for wearing many radical examples of headgear including colorful skullcaps, trillbies, berets, and more, it is indeed a fair question to ask where have all of Monk’s hats gone? Then, Ethelbert leaves no doubt as to who he might be describing when he alludes to the Monk tune, “Ruby, My Dear” in the last line (in fact, it would be a worthy project to create a compilation mix of all the wonderful songs Ethelbert makes reference to throughout this collection). However, knowing Ethelbert’s biography pays off here as the double meaning of the second line creates another sense of the line—and the poem—altogether. Ethelbert has written about his late brother Richard who had become a literal monk prior to his premature death. Knowing this adds another layer to the poem. Could this poem be using the language of Monk’s music to discuss Ethelbert’s longing for his brother? The charge for myself as a translator is how to bring this consonant dissonance—this question—into the Hebrew itself. It seemed inappropriate to translate the word monk into its Hebrew equivalent—נָזִיר, nazeer—as it comes with its own associations that Ethelbert surely did not intend in English. Ultimately, I decided to transliterate the word, and the name, Monk into Hebrew—מוֹנק, monk—as I felt it could best encapsulate all the different meanings I understood in the poem, especially after conversation with Ethelbert about the poem.
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