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Praise for Otrarse: Ladino Poems



“Ilan Stavans’s Gelman is extraordinary…. We are in presence of something marvelous: one of our best critical minds here introduces one of the twentieth century’s most fascinating poets, whose own journey was a conversation with poetics across the boundaries of time and space…. Stavans gently but with much nuance transforms our North American perspective on the Jewish presence in Spanish language literature.”—Ilya Kaminsky, author of Deaf Republic


“Juan Gelman was a fierce, dogged, and imaginative Latin American poet in search of justice and reparation, a poet at war with Argentina’s junta, who remembered the disappeared and lodged poems that will not be forgotten. Ilan Stavans has done us a tremendous service by recreating these Ladino poems, demonstrating that Gelman was also a deeply Jewish poet of exile, a spiritual writer in conversation with the Hebrew Bible, with the great medieval Jewish poets and Christian mystics. These marvelous translations show that Gelman’s poems are righteous, but they also burn with a mystic fever.”—Edward Hirsch, author of How to Read a Poem and Fall in Love with Poetry


“I have long considered Juan Gelman as one of the greatest poets in the Spanish language of our time, and this anthology—with many verses I had never read before—confirms that certainty. In Otrarse: Ladino Poems, he sweetens the multitude of his own exiles by finding in a past that others have already partly written the road of return that can lovingly console us for all that we have lost and continue to seek, over and over, to regain.”—Ariel Dorfman, author of Death and the Maiden and The Suicide Museum


“Ilan Stavans has produced a major work of translation and commentary, bringing to the English language the incomparable poetry of Juan Gelman, whose life of exile and loss gave him the intimate knowledge to write about Sephardic memory as no other modern poet has done.”—Ruth Behar, author of Across So Many Seas


“Juan Gelman’s Ladino poems, made accessible here in Ilan Stavans’s apt translation, represent a fresh voice in literary modernism. I was especially struck by Gelman’s renderings of poems by some of the great Hebrew poets of medieval Spain. Even though he himself was working from translations, he managed to convey much of the arresting poetic force of the originals.”—Robert Alter, award-winning translator of The Hebrew Bible


“With Otrarse, Ilan Stavans grows the pile of books containing Juan Gelman’s work available to the reader of English. This bilingual anthology, infused with multiple languages, not only honors Gelman, but it also shares, how the
translator-scholar embraces and transforms the possibilities of language.”
—Regina Galasso, author of Translating New York: The City’s Languages in Iberian Literatures


“Stavans does not produce poetry in English to be heard through a loudspeaker. On the contrary, the volume invites us to share in the subtlety of Ladino as it echoes through carefully crafted English. One cannot but feel the invitation to think of translation here as something other than an archaeological reconstruction. The overall effect is that through translation, Ladino becomes audible, gets a present and a future.”—Alicia Borinsky, author of One-Way Tickets: Writers and the Culture of Exile


“In Otrarse: Ladino Poems, Juan Gelman reimagines medieval Jewish Hispanic poets such as Yehuda Halevi, Salomon ibn Gabirol, Samuel Hanagid, and Abraham Abulafia with whom he identifies, and even invents new ones like Eliezer ben Jonon. He also makes Santa Teresa de Jesús, San Juan de la Cruz, and Fray Luis de León talk to us again. He does all this in order to become “the other” and to display his affinities with Jewish and crypto-Jewish poets victimized by the Spanish Inquisition. Gelman himself was persecuted by the Argentine military junta and lived many years in exile. The influence of Sephardic literature, Kabbalah, midrash, and the Talmud are all essential to Gelman´s quest. For his part, Ilan Stavans, the translator´s translator, joins this refashioning through what he calls “ventriloquism.” He even refutes Gelman´s claim that translation is an impossible task, for, if that were the case, this book would not exist. Reader, you have before yourself a manual of lyrical acrobatics.” —Angelina Muñiz-Huberman, winner of Mexico’s National Prize of Arts and Literature and a member of the Academia Mexicana de la Lengua
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Jewish Latin America Series


Ilan Stavans, Series Editor


The Jewish Latin America Series, relaunched in 2024, will introduce Jewish Latin American culture to a broad English-language readership. Through high-caliber translations as well as original English-language editions, it aims to open up a field of study by publishing classics as well as contemporary novels, memoirs, biographies, story collections, poetry, and anthologies. The series will map out the extraordinary creativity of the Jewish community in Latin America, from colonial times to the present, in a region far more diverse than is usually imagined.


Also available in the Jewish Latin America Series:


I Am of the Tribe of Judah: Poems from Jewish Latin America edited by Stephen A. Sadow


Yiddish South of the Border: An Anthology of Latin American Yiddish Writing edited by Alan Astro


Like a Bride and Like a Mother by Rosa Nissán


Secrecy and Deceit: The Religion of the Crypto-Jews by David M. Gitlitz


The Martyr: Luis de Carvajal, A Secret Jew in Sixteenth-Century Mexico by Martin A. Cohen


Losers and Keepers in Argentina: A Work of Fiction by Nina Barragan


The Collected Stories of Moacyr Scliar by Moacyr Scliar


Passion, Memory and Identity: Twentieth-Century Latin American Jewish Women Writers edited by Marjorie Agosín


The Book of Memories by Ana María Shua, translated by Dick Gerdes


The Jewish Gauchos of the Pampas by Alberto Gerchunoff
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palabra di una lingua pardida


aprovu intinderti


word of a lost language


I seek to understand you


—Clarisse Nicoïdski, El color del tiempo (2014)













Foreword



Ilya Kaminsky




Two Boys


“Poetry, can you recite some poetry?” They are two refugees, these young Jewish boys in the middle of the bustling neighborhood where mostly refugees live. It is the first half of the twentieth century. It is Argentina. “Some poetry, please,” a younger six-year-old Juan repeats in Spanish, and his older brother, Boris, stuns him by responding with a full-throated recitation of verses in Russian by Aleksandr Pushkin.


The younger boy doesn’t know Russian, but he is mesmerized by what he sees.


This is the first poetry reading in his life, and it happens in a language he does not know.


That is how the great poet of the Spanish language, Juan Gelman, first falls in love.







The Limits of Language


Fifty years have passed. We are now in Mexico City, where an old man, a famous exile, a poet and journalist, bends over a table filled with dictionaries.


He is teaching himself Ladino, a language of Sephardic Jews that is derived from Old Spanish and written in Hebrew letters.


There is something in this language he doesn’t yet understand, a language that isn’t his native, a language that resonates with his own exile, his own pain, something that calls to him—as he is turning the dictionary pages, opening another dictionary, closing it, beginning again.


What is it, that something?


He is writing Dibaxu—a book of poems that opens the windows of the present to the era of the Spanish Inquisition, to his people centuries ago, surviving in Sephardic diaspora as they flee. Dibaxu, a book composed after many years of translating poets of medieval Spain, translating also psalms, hymns—so many years of translating by a man who says, more than once, that he doesn’t believe in translation.


“The tongue expands a language in order to better converse with itself,” Juan Gelman announced in his well-known Cervantes speech. “These inventions beat in the bowels of the tongue, and generate babbles and breezes of infancy, like some memory of words that comes from beyond.”


Perhaps. But what is this “expansion of language”? What does it mean for a man who fell in love with poetry by listening to it in a language he did not know? What does it mean for a man who spent many years translating others while declaring a fraught relationship to translation? What is translation, in Juan Gelman’s case? Is it bringing other poets into a new language? Or is it bringing the new language into other poets? And what is translation for any practicing writer? Is this translation a way of revising one’s self?


“These new words, are they not a victory against the limits of language? Does the air not continue to speak to us?” he continues in his Cervantes speech. “There are millions of nameless places, and poetry works to name what is still unnamed.”


Perhaps. Rereading Gelman’s own rereadings of other poets in light of his desire to test the limits of language, I can’t help but be reminded of an image from Kabbalah where before beginning a prayer the man makes himself a robe out of written verses of prayers, and, wearing that robe, he makes the prayer as he chants it.







The Dirty War


Yes, we began with the image of a six-year-old boy falling in love with poetry. Born of Jewish Ukrainian refugees in Buenos Aires, he grows up amid many languages in a neighborhood where refugees struggle to make a life. Yes, for him the struggle for a life and the fascination with words, with the limits of language itself, become a lifelong duet.


But what is the context of all this? What happens between this moment of the six-year-old Juan Gelman first listening, stunned, as his brother Boris recites poetry in a language Juan does not understand, and Juan Gelman, the grand old poet, learning a new (ancient) language so he could write “new words” in it?


During these years we find him in the roles of an activist, a revolutionary, and a journalist, and he serves time in jail for his political work. During these years he also pens dozens of books. But the defining event of this time is the Dirty War—as a military dictatorship forms death squads to hunt down and murder thousands of political dissidents in his country, our poet witnesses his own son and daughter-in-law being “disappeared” by the state.


Yes, his son Marcelo, a twenty-year-old journalist, and his nineteen-year-old daughter-in-law Maria Claudia are “disappeared.” They are among an estimated thirty thousand people who vanished into torture chambers or were dropped to their deaths from airplanes. Maria Claudia was seven months pregnant at the time. During this time, Gelman had spent many years of exile trying to locate this lost child.







A “Difficult” Poet


These are the years of long exile, yes. The years when, as he told one journalist, only in the poetry of others he could find a respite: “Out of the country,” he confided in a 2009 conversation with the Café Review, “I translated poets of past centuries. It was a form of consolation.”


And his writing? “I write poetry because I have no other remedy,” he said to the Millions.


So, what it is, this remedy, this poetry? Gelman isn’t as popular as some of his contemporaries. Critics call him a “complex” poet, a “difficult” poet—but this “difficulty” of style happens during a moment of extreme historical, social, and political difficulty. It is also echoed by the centuries of difficulty that this poet’s people had to survive during exiles and pogroms. So it is not a stretch to suggest that the complexity of this style mirrors the complexity of historical process as well as the complexity of what everyone in the poet’s country had to go through during the period of “disappearances.” This is not to say that every complex author lives in a time of civic strife, but if the author’s family is abducted and killed, if this author himself happens to be a child of refugees from pogroms, might there be a whole other level of meaning to his need to speak to the dead, to speak in tongues, to reach for “new words,” reach for a language across the boundaries of time and space, and perhaps call this—maybe even against his own better judgement—a translation?


Perhaps. In the spirit of meanings that are behind meanings, I want to quote a poem of Gelman’s that is not in this book but is translated by Ilan Stavans and published in his Selected Translations. For here is Gelman’s own definition of poetry, and it presents his case with more clarity and passion than anyone else’s introduction:


Poetry is a way of living.


Look at the people at your side.


Do they eat? Suffer? Sing? Cry?


Help them fight for their hands, their eyes, their mouth, for the kiss to kiss and the kiss to give away, for their table, their bread, their letter a and their letter h, for their past—were they not children?—for their present, for the piece of peace, of history and happiness, that belongs to them, for the piece of love, big, small, sad, joy, that belongs to them and is taken away in the name of what, of what?


Your life will then be an innumerable river to be called pedro, juan, ana, maria, bird, lung, the air, my shirt, violin, sunset, stone, that handkerchief, old waltz, wooden horse.


Poetry is this.


Afterward, write it.







Giving a Name


But what is the lesson here? What do we learn from all this talking to the dead across time and space? What does this poet bring to the table? What is his contribution? Knowing the time when this poet wrote his work, the circumstances during which it happened, I find myself quite moved when I read, in the passage quoted above: “Your life will then be an innumerable river to be called pedro, juan, ana, maria, bird, lung, the air, my shirt, violin, sunset, stone, that handkerchief, old waltz, wooden horse.”


As I reread this, I find myself wanting to go back to Gelman’s very late poems. Professor Stavans gives us a taste in the final two pages of this book. These are poems written by a man who already declared to us that “poetry is a way of living.” They are written after all the labors of translations, after all the hard work of reimagining the self, all the work of survival (survival in exile, a man’s survival in the face of the death of his child and the disappearance of his grandchild) through language. It is as if they meet us on the other side, these two poems. It is as if a six-year-old boy, now in the body of an old man, looks back and sees the measures by which we are all seen:


Measures


Grandfather looks at me from


the usual photo, he looks at me


from the depths of Russia and other misfortunes.


From the ghetto he looks at me. They


say he wrote a letter to God to


flood the houses with wheat,


wine and matzah on Passover,


and tied the letter to a bird’s foot


which flew from country to country looking for heaven.


He looks at me with the slow sleepy ears


of someone who mourned terror. Grandfather


never picked me up in his arms. I never


had him, he never


had me. Never


is our agreed word. He wanted


truth to wander through the street


and covered it with a mask


so as to be wanted.


Grandfather must have asked God not


to commit anything into writing or erase it because


things could get worse. The photo


is sick, raising


a cloud of smoke made of arms unable to greet each other,


handcuffing its ancestry,


haunting me like a dog.


Haunting, indeed. This is a poem written in the years when Gelman is himself a grandfather, the years when (as he confessed to one journalist) a “happy” ending took place—he was reunited with his granddaughter, the child of his “disappeared” son, the girl who was stolen from him for many years. Who is this “grandfather” spoken about in this poem? Is it Gelman himself, or is it also his granddaughter’s voice—the future’s voice—being channeled?


Grandfather


never picked me up in his arms. I never


had him, he never


had me. Never


is our agreed word. He wanted


truth to wander through the street


and covered it with a mask


so as to be wanted.


Grandfather must have asked God not


to commit anything into writing or erase it because


things could get worse.


Who is speaking here? I come back to Gelman’s Cervantes speech: “the poet’s tongue expands a language in order to converse with itself.”


“These new words, are they not a victory against the limits of language?” Gelman asks. Through his life, despite countless changes around him, he keeps searching for the new language. “There are millions of nameless places, and poetry works to name what is still unnamed.” Names. No wonder this is the last poem in this book.


Names


My father’s name was José.


Why José?


Why was he called José? I must


stop him with the question:


Why were you called José? There goes


my looking at you as if you never wanted


to share a soul with me. The word


is a loss of words


in a woman’s face.


I have seen it in parades of error.


And sometimes I sit down


to wait for his absence.


When the day is nothing more


than such illness,


the sun refuses to sun. The unfinished


announcement of something unknown


descends with the afternoon as I see


the bed where you died


and your silence that won’t die.


Why José?


Why were you called José?


On some days even “the sun refuses to sun,” yes. But the poet’s search continues. Because the “silence won’t die,” because the “soul” must be “shared” via language. The new words must be found to do this, because the poem ends with a question, with its ongoing search.







Ilan Stavans’s Gelman


Great poets deserve many translators. And, in fact, there are many Gelmans: the poet has been translated in numerous languages, and several terrific English translations exist. But I have been carrying Ilan Stavans’s great recreation of Gelman’s Ladino poems with me for a while now. Stavans’s introductory essay alone is a truly important work, comparable in breadth and scope to John Felstiner’s monumental approach to Paul Celan. First of all, Stavans’s perspective is interesting—something one doesn’t always say about such texts. Stavans’s passion is contagious, and Gelman’s life story and literary journey are truly gripping. It is a rabbit hole one happily falls into, relishing every moment.


For, dear reader, in the pages that follow, we are in presence of something marvelous: one of our best critical minds here introduces one of the twentieth century’s most fascinating poets, whose own journey was a conversation with poetics across the boundaries of time and space.


Yes, Gelman was a revolutionary poet and a man of letters whose work was dedicated to those who disappeared under Argentina’s junta. Yes, his voice is incredibly relevant to our own moment of crisis. But what is also crucial—and beautifully discussed here by Stavans, who is our time’s great ambassador for poetry—is the spiritual aspect of Gelman’s work, which is inseparable from, and in fact propulsive of, the poet’s innovative perspective and his awareness of truth seeking.


A student of the ages-old Ladino mystic tradition (“you are / my only world / I know not your name,” he wrote as he studied the new language), a midrashic poet intent on stating his interest in “opening the doors of time,” Gelman wanted to reveal to us new meanings of praise and lament. And that he did.


But this book does more: here, Ilan Stavans gently but with much nuance transforms our North American perspective on the Jewish presence in Spanish-language literature. If you have opened this volume in a bookstore, I suggest you read Stavans’s stunning introduction, followed by Gelman’s essay, “Lo judío and Spanish-Language Literature,” then reread the two final and very moving lyrics, “Measures” and “Names,” and I assure you that, like myself, you won’t be able to let go of Otrarse. Ilan Stavans’s Gelman is extraordinary.
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