
jörg schulte

saul tchernichowsky and Vladislav Khodasevich

A chapter in Philological cooperation

When saul tchernichowsky arrived in berlin in december 1922, he was forty 
seven years old and at the hight of his creative strength.1 Within two years he pub-
lished the Book of Idylls (sefer ha-idilyot), the Book of Sonnets (Ma½beret son-
etot) and the volume New Songs (shirim ½adashim). the irst to announce tch-
ernichowsky’s arrival in berlin was his fellow poet iakov Kagan who wrote a long 
article for the russian journal Razsvet on january 14, 1923. Kagan revealed to his 
readers what tchernichowsky had told him about his yet unpublished works. he 
also reported that tchernichowsky had studied medieval hebrew medical manu-
scripts in the state library of st Petersburg (then Petrograd) and had been forced 
to leave a considerable part of his work behind when he led to odessa.2 We still 
do not have any trace of these materials. We know that in the company of ã. n. 
bialik, tchernichowsky attended the farewell concert of the russian songwriter 
Alexander Vertinsky at the scala theatre (in berlin) on november 7, 1923, and 
was deeply impressed by the poet who sang his own verses.3 We also know that 
in the same year, he lived next door to the actress Miriam bernstein-cohen who, 
like himself, held a degree in medicine and translated from russian into he-
brew.4 in her memoirs, Miriam bernstein-cohen notes that she introduced tch-
ernichowsky to Aharon (Armand), Kaminka who had been the irst to translate 
a part of the Iliad into hebrew in 1882.5 besides the memoirs of bentsion Kats,6 
we have those of josef Patai and his son rafael7 who met the poet in swinemünde 
in 1924 where he stayed in the villa of Alexander riwkin. josef Patai recalled 

1 tchernichowsky crossed the border in Passau on december 15 (genazim Archive tel Aviv, 
i–165); on december 29, he published a german article to celebrate bialik’s iftieth birthday: 
das herz israels, in: Jüdische Rundschau, 29.12,1922, p. 670.

2 iakov Kagan, saul chernikhovskii: K priezdu poėta v berlin, in: Razsvet, 14.1.1923, pp. 11–
12.

3 tchernichowsky described his visit (together with bialik) in a letter to ã. d. nusboym (john 
nussbaum) on december 25, 1923; nurit govrin, shnei mikhtavim shel Ósherni½ovsÅi, in: 
Ma‘ariv 16.9.1984, p.  44 and 5.10.1984, p.  32; the concert on november 7 was Vertinskii’s 
last concert in berlin in 1923; cf. Karl schlögel, Chronik russischen Lebens in Deutschland 

1918–1941, berlin 1999, p. 203 (no. 3126).
4 Miryam bernsÔein-Kohen, Ke†ipah bayam: Zikhronot, ramat gan 1971, pp. 158, 196–198.
5 Aharon Kaminka, Mavo’ leshirat ha-yevanim, in: Kneset Yisra’el 2 (1887), pp. 128–160.
6 the memoirs were published in the journal Ha-zeman in 1944 and have been collected in the 

Makhon Kats at the university of tel Aviv (ii–736).
7 raphael Patai, Apprentice in Budapest: Memories of a World That is no More, lanham 2000, 

pp. 174–175 and passim.
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10 Jörg Schulte

(in an unpublished review to nachum slouschz’s Sefer ha-yam), how the poet 
read his translation of the Odyssey at the shore of the baltic sea and suddenly 
exclaimed: “is this not an original hebrew song?” (“hari zo ke‘ein shirah ‘ivrit 
maÅorit mamash!”).8 for tchernichowsky’s later years in berlin, we have the 
memoirs by Moshe ben Menachem9 who describes the poet’s life in the village of 
fichtengrund, some twenty miles north of berlin, where he lived from 1927 until 
his immigration to israel in 1931.10 in this village, tchernichowsky was compared 
to hassidic rabbis because he cured his patients without salary, even giving them 
medicine for free; if ben-Menachem did not exaggerate, they said: “he is not only 
an excellent doctor but also a just man, one of the thirty six just of his time.”11 
the most precious source for tchernichowsky’s later years in berlin, however, 
are the letters to jenny.12 the poet visited the united states in 1928 where he met 
a beautiful young widow, jennie Perrie hurvitz. Around eighty letters to jenny, 
written in splendid and tender russian, stretch over a period of four years and are 
now preserved in the Makhon Kats in tel Aviv.

i would like to return to tchernichowsky’s irst weeks in berlin. on january 
11, 1923, the russian poet Vladislav Khodasevich noted in his diary which is 
known under the title Kamerfur’erskii zhurnal: “visit to tchernichowsky.”13 the 
friendship between the two poets (arguably the best poets in their languages at 
the time) is well known,14 as is tchernichowsky’s appreciation of Khodasevich’s 

8 gnazim Archive tel Aviv, nachum slouschz, fond 3203–1.
9 Moshe ben-Mena½em, baya‘ar fi½Ôengrund, in: Ãa†if: YalÅut le-divre sifrut, hagut ve-

’omanut 6–7 (1969), pp.  151–174; idem, Masot, reshimot u-divre-biÅoret, tel Aviv 1969, 
pp. 43–104; Mosheh shla’nger [idem], ‘im Ósherni½ovsÅi: Zikhronot mi-germaniyah, in: Ha-

‘olam, 14. 10. 1937, pp. 92–93, 21. 10. 1937, pp. 114–116.
10 bo‘az shakhevits, Ye‘arot metohamim: ’episodot be-biyografyah li†eraryah shel Shim‘on 

HalÅin, tel Aviv 1982, p. 87.
11 “lo’ raÅ rofe’ mum½eh hu’ ’ele’ gam tsadiÅ gadol, ’e½ad milamed-vav tsadiÅim shebador!” – 

Moshe ben-Mena½em, “baya‘ar fi½Ôengrund”, p.  155; the report on the poet’s generos-
ity is conirmed by Ze’ev V

˙
orbeh, ‘im Ósherni½ovsÅi beberlin, in: Ha-do’ar (new York), 

vol. XXiV, no. 2, nov. 12, 1943, p. 32.
12 cf. ‘Aminadav diÅman, sha’ul Ósherni½ovsÅi kotev ‘al g’eni Pri ãurvits, in: Ha-‘et ha-

½adashah 4 (2003), pp. 13–19.
13 V. f. Khodasevich, Kamer-fur’erskii zhurnal, ed. o. r. demidova, Moskva 2002, p. 38.
14 cf. Zoya Kopelman’s introduction istoriia ėtoi knigi, in: V. f. Khodasevich, Iz evreiskikh 

poėtov, ierusalim 1998, pp. 13–98, esp. pp. 48–56 and 86–96; Aminadav dykman, tcher-
nikhovsky et Khodassevitch: Pour l’histoire d’une amitié, in: Russies: Mélanges offerts à 

Georges Nivat pour son soixantième anniversaire, ed. Aminadav dykman, jean-Philippe 
jaccard, lausanne 1995, pp. 189–195; idem, Milim a½adot ‘al ãodasevits’ veÓsherni½ovsÅi, 
in: Sha’ul Ósherni½ovsÅi: Me½Åarim u-te‘udot, ed. boaz Arpaly, jerusalem 1994, pp. 511–
523; d. M. bethea, Khodasevich: His Life and Art, Princeton 1983, pp. 136–138; inna An-
dreeva (ed.), Perepiska V. f. Khodasevicha i M. o. gershenzona, in: De visu 5 (1993), pp. 12–
51; iurii Kol’ker, saul chernikhovskii i Vladislav Khodasevich, in: Leningradskii evreiskii 

al’manakh, vyp.  1 (1982), pp.  41–45; luis bernkhardt, V. f. Khodasevich i sovremennaia 
evreiskaia poėziia, in: Russian Literature 3, 1 (1974) pp. 21–31; louis bernhardt, Chapters in 

the History of the Hebrew Literary Renaissance in Russia (1892–1924): Hebrew Renaissance 

Poetry in Russian Translation, Phd Princeton 1970.

1

2

3

5

10

15

20

25

30

35

40

45

46

47

Verlag: Universitätsverlag WINTER P-Nr.: B47-242895 P-Anfang: 26.02.2013 ID: int01 – 07.11 Printjob: Seiten: 10/28
M E D I AM E D I A



 Saul Tchernichowsky and Vladislav Khodasevich 11

translations.15 Khodasevich had begun to translate tchernichowsky’s poems 
when he was asked by leib Yaffe to contribute to the “jewish Anthology” pub-
lished by the Pushkin scholars, Mikhail gershenzon and Khodasevich;16 the brief 
memories they wrote of one another have been re-published both in russian and 
in hebrew.17 one precious side of their contact – the philological side – is yet to be 
discovered. An episode from the time before they worked together illustrates ex-
actly why their cooperation in berlin became so interesting: in 1918, leib Yaffe 
had provided Khodasevich with interlinear translations of those poems which he 
had selected for the Evreiskaia antologiia. one of them was tchernichowsky’s 
idyll “brit Milah”; one of the guests at the brit is called a “ta½mas polani” because 
“every Pole was called a ‘ta½mas’ or a thief.”18 the word “ta½mas”19 was translat-
ed as “ostrich” (gesenius) and as “night owl” (the septuagint has γλαύξ, the Vul-
gate “noctua”); ben jedudah suggested “nightjar” (caprimulgus),20 joseph Klaus-
ner and Yehudah gur21 use “falke, sokol” (falcon), following Mendele Mokher 
seforim’s hebrew translation22 of harald othmar lenz’s Naturgeschichte.23 Kho-
dasevich translates “korshunom polskim u nas prozvali ego” (“they called him a 
Polish black-kite”). When tchernichowsky received the published translation he 
wrote a postcard (dated st. Petersburg, March 4, 1918) to leib Yaffe to inform 
him that in his village – i. e. in Michailovka between the dnepr and the sea of 
Azov – Poles were not called “korshuny” (black-kites) but “yastrebi” (hawks). on 
the same postcard, which is now in the central Zionist Archives,24 he adds that, 
had he been asked, he would have recommended translating part of the idyll into 
ukrainian, in order to “preserve the local colour”.

15 cf. Z. A. shakhovskaia, Otrazheniia, Paris 1975, p. 185; in an interview for the Polish journal 
Opinja in 1936 tchernichowsky complained that the translations of his works into english, 
german and Polish “left much to be wished for”; cwi Wohlmuth, W 60-lecie urodzin szaula 
czernichowskiego: Wywiad z poetą, in: Opinja, 12. 1. 1936, pp. 6–7 (p. 6).

16 leib Yaffe (ed.), Evreiskaia antologiia: Sbornik molodoi evreiskoi poėzii, Moskva 1918, 
berlin 1921, 1922; cf. brian horowitz, russian-Zionist cultural cooperation, 1916–18: leib 
jaffe and the russian intelligentsia, in: Jewish Social Studies, n. s. 13, 1 (2006), pp. 87–109; 
Yaffe’s irst (still unpublished) letters to tchernichowsky of 1915 and 1916 are preserved in 
the central Zionist Archives (fond of leib Yaffe).

17 Khodasevich’s article “o chernikhovskom” (originally a lecture given in berlin at the union 
of russian jews) was irst published in Evreiskaia tribuna in 1924 (№ 13) and can be found 
in Kopel’man, (see note 14), pp. 51–53; tchernichowsky’s “ha-meshorer ha-Ôra’gi” was pub-
lished in Ha-’arets, 30. 6. 1939, pp. 9–10, republished by boaz Arpaly, (see note 14), pp. 503–
506 and translated into russian by Zoya Kopel’man, (see note 14), pp. 89–92.

18 “Ka’asher yiÅru lekol polani ta½mas ’o ganav”; tchernichowsky, Shirim, tel Aviv 1955, 
p. 160.

19 lev. 11.16; deut. 14.15; hiob 39.17; lam. 4.3.
20 eli‘ezer ben-Yehudah, Milon ha-lashon ha-‘Ivrit ha-yeshanah veha-½adashah, jerusalem, 

berlin 1908–1959.
21 Yosif Ãloyzner, Yehudah gur, Milon shel kis, me-‘Ivrit le-Rusit v

˙
e-’Ashkenazit ume-Rusit 

le-‘Ivrit v
˙
e-’Ashkenazit: ½eleÅ rishon: ‘Ivrit-rusi-’ashÅenazi, Warsaw 1912 (the second part 

was never published).
22 harald othmar lenz, Sefer toldot ha-teva‘, ½overet shniyah: ha‘of, Zhitomir 1866, p. 62.
23 harald othmar lenz, Gemeinnützige Naturgeschichte, gotha 1835–1839.
24 central cionist Archives, jerusalem, fond leib Yaffe.
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12 Jörg Schulte

the same fond contains the manuscripts of the only extant fragments of in-
terlinear translation made by tchernichowsky himself.25 the translation of the 
sonnet “‘Aliti bro’sh ha-har” (“i Ascended to the summit of the Mountain”)26 
was entrusted by Yaffe to osip rumer (1883–1954).27 on Yaffe’s request the poet 
translated the irst quartet of the sonnet:

Я взошелъ на вершину горы – там цепью глыбы скалъ
(Горѣли) изумрудом и вѣчными снѣгами,
Раскинувшись предъ престоломъ творца мира вѣнкомъ,
Положеннымъ небесными серафимами въ восхищеніи и изумленіи.

Yaffe had also asked the poet to translate a passage at the end of the poem 
“le‘ashtoret shir ule-va‘al” which Khodesevich translated under the title “Pesn’ 
Astarte i belu” (“the song to Astarte and bel”). this is the only fragment for 
which we have both tchernichowsky’s russian interlinear and Khodasevich’s po-
etic translation.

А стихія водѣ – направо и налѣво Глянь на запад и восток –
На востокъ и на западъ – несетъ бремя Всюду вод кипучий ток
Вѣчной беременности и рoдовъ, Полн зачатий и родов:
Начиная со свергающегося потока В шумном рокоте ручьев,
И до моря въ его скалистой оправѣ, В море, сжатом между скал,
В капляхъ водостока у стѣны, Там, где медленный канал,
У истоков ручья и у берегов канала, Где капель поет, звеня, –
Во мраке бездны и в сіянии дня. В бездне тьмы и в свете дня. 28

Without tchernichowsky’s assistance, Khodasevich translated the masterpiece 
“Kekhom ha-yom” (“in the heat of the day”) which contains a passage on vari-
ous species of pigeons.

ֵאּּ ֵהן יֹנֵי־ִמְצַריִם, ְּלֵאּּ יֵֵָמר נְזִיִרים,
ְפִקיִדים; ִּ נָן ַבֲּעלֹת־ֻמְרָה ַמְבִלטֹת ֶהָחזֶה  ְׁ ְויֶ

ֶֶּאה, ֶרת ֶאת זְנָָבּ ַה ֶּ ַׁ ִּים ְמ ִּ ֻּ נְִכָחן יֹנַת־
ן, ָּ ֶפת ְלָעְר ֶּ ַמֲהֶלֶפת ַמ ְּ רֹת  ְּ ֲעלֹת־ֶהַרֲעָמה ִמְתַה ַּ

ָּׁים, ִּים ִעם ִּּרים־ֲענִָקים נְִפ ַּ ְל ַּ ל יֹנֵי־ ֶׁ נְּפיָה  ְּ
ִּים ִּ ִפָּה זֹ הֹגִים ֲאָהִבים זּג רִֹמים ְוזּגֹת ּּ ְּ
נִינִים, ְּ יָעף יֹנֵי־ ִּ ָּאֹת  ינְַתיִם  ֵּ חֵֹרי־ָהרֹאׁ;  ְׁ

ֵויִצים ְוסִּרים. ְׁ ָמִרים, ִאיַטְלִקים,  ְּ ּחֹת ַה ְׁ ֹּזֶל ְלִמ

(1) ’elu hen yonei mitsrayim, ul’elu ye’amer nezirim,
(2) vyeshnan ba‘alot-mur’ah mavliÔot he½azeh kifÅidim;
(3) nikh½an yonat-tukiyim mshaperet ’et znavah ha-ne’eh,
(4) ba‘alot-hara‘mah mithadrot bma½lefet maÅefet le‘arpan,
(5) knufyah shel yonei-taltelim ‘im turim-‘anaÅim nifgashim,
(6) bpinah zo hogim ’ahavim zug romim vezugot kushiyim

25 letter from tchernichowsky to Yaffe, october 17, 1917.
26 tchernichowsky, Shirim (see note 18), p. 209.
27 leib Yaffe (ed.), Evreiskaia antologiia, berlin 1922, p. 89.
28 V. f. Khodasevich, Sobranie stikhov, Paris 1982, tom 2, p. 208; the hebrew text can be found 

in tchernichowsky, Shirim (see note 18), p. 250.
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 Saul Tchernichowsky and Vladislav Khodasevich 13

(7) sh½orei-haro’sh; beintayim ba’ot biy‘áf yoni-pninim,
(8) guzal lemishp½ot ha-kmarim, ’italÅim, shv

˙
etsim vesurim.29

(1) Знал их малыш наизусть; вот это египетский голубь,
(2) Это отшельник*, а там - генерал*** с раздувшимся зобом
(3) Выпятил грудь; вот павлин горделиво хвост распускает;
(4) Там синеватой косицей чванятся горлицы**; турман**
(5) Встретился здесь с великаном; там парочки негров* и римлян
(6) Крутят в сторонке любовь, и к ним подлетает жемчужный;
(7) Там вон - монахи**-птенцы, итальянцы, швейцарцы, сирийцы …30

leib Yaffe and Vladislav Khodasevich were cleary left perplexed by some of 
the dove species.31 Khodasevich misses for example the russian “zobastyi gol-
ub’’ (the russian “zob” means “goitre”) behind “ba‘alot-mur’ah” in line 2 (the 
english name of the species is Pouter pigeon) and the russian “grivun” (from 
“griva”, mane) behind “ba‘alot-hara‘amah” (the english name of the species is 
nicobar pigeon). therefore he had to come up with the additional species of the 
“generaly” (which is not mentioned in the original) in order to explain the arro-
gance of the russian clerks (the russian word behind the “paÅidim” is certainly 
“chinovniki”).32 the “generaly” were a famous species that had been bred by a 
russian general in odessa and won golden medals at all the pigeon fairs of the 
time, and it shows just how seriously Khodasevich took his work. it is remark-
able that he correctly identiied the “yonat-tukiyim” in line three. he recognizes 
“tukiyim” (which, in the bible, appears only in 2. chr. 9:21 and which means 
“parrots”33 today) as “pavliny” which is literally “peacocks” (the interpretation 
of “tukiyim” as peacocks goes back to the Vulgate); and the “pavlin’i golubi” are, 
indeed, a well known pigeon species. We can thus learn something very useful 
from Khodasevich’s translations if we do not take every word for granted.

the close cooperation between the two poets began in berlin in 1923. We know, 
from the memoirs of bentsion Kats, that tchernichowsky translated every single 

29 tchernichowsky, Shirim (see note 18), p. 222; the transcriptions of hebrew poems relect the 
metrical pronounciation of the hexametre (i. e. sheva and ½ataf are transliterated only where 
they are pronounced as syllables).

30 Khodasevich (see note 28), p. 182; the asterix (*) marks a pigeon name which does not exist in 
russian, ** mark an erroneous translation, and *** mark dove species that have been added 
by Khodasevich.

31 Khodasevich described their cooperation in 1923: “the translations are made not from the 
original but from interlinear translations by leib Yaffe, to whom i am further indebted for 
many hints and explanations. it goes without saying that i was concerned about the accuracy 
of the translations. translating from the interlinear version i kept using the transcription of 
the hebrew text into latin characters. therefore the acoustic particularities of the originals, 
their metre, the structure of the stanzas, the character of the rhymes, the number of stan-
zas etc. have been preserved”; Vladislav Khodasevich, Iz evreiskikh poėtov, berlin 1923, 
pp. 5–6.

32 Aminadav dykman called this solution a “coup de génie” and forgives the translator that 
he failed to identify the zoological species; dykman, tchernikhovsky et Khodassevitch (see 
note 24), p. 191.

33 “Papageitauben” (bruce’s green Pigeons in english) do exist, but their tails are not as eye-
catching as those of the Peacock-Pigeon which are described in the second part of the line.
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14 Jörg Schulte

line of “ãatunatah shel ’elÅah” (the Wedding of elka) for Khodasevich.34 louis 
bernhardt had learned from nina berberova that Khodasevich also helped him 
during his work on the translation.35 Whereas the translations of “brit Milah”, 
“Kekhom ha-yom” and “levivot” which Khodasevich had translated with the 
help of leib Yaffe, were included in his volume Iz evreiskikh poėtov published 
in berlin in 1923, “the Wedding of elka” was published separately in Maxim 
gorky’s journal Beseda in berlin in 1924. Maxim gorky had asked the poet to 
translate it himself but tchernichowsky had declined despite his inancial hard-
ship and the offer of a considerable royalty.36 six years after the irst publication, 
“the Wedding of elka” was chosen for a lavish edition to celebrate Khodasev-
ich’s twenty ifth anniversary as a poet. the publishing house omanut commis-
sioned illustrations from emmanuel (Mane) Katz37 (whom tchernichowsky had 
visited in his atelier in Paris in 1927, following a visit in chagal’s studio);38 but this 
greatly hurt the pride of Abraham stybel who had commissioned illustrations 
from leonid Pasternak. unfortunately, neither omanut nor stybel brought the 
book to print, the artists did not receive any payment and the illustrations are not 
known to the estates of either artist.

Khodasevich’s translation is a precious source for anybody who reads tch-
ernichowsky’s work closely and who wants to know exactly what the guests on 
elka’s wedding table were served beside the obvious “geilte ish”:

ְּזִּרים ְּכתִּתים ת: ְמִליִחים  ָּ ְלָחן ַכּ ֻּ ְוָעְרכּ ַה
ְקָערֹת, ִּ ֶמן־זַיִת ָוחֶֹמץ, נֶֶעְטֵרי זֵיִתים  ֶׁ ְּ

ָלה ָּ ְרְדּיַנְְסק ַהְמֻח ֶּ ְׁ ְּדגַת יַם־ ְמִליֵחי־ְַסְטַרַחן ְוֶקְרְט
ר, ָׂ ָּ ים ְוִאְלּית ְמתַּקת־ַה ִּ נִית זְַהְבַה ָּ ִחיָלק ְוֻסְל

ָכר […] ֵּ ֶֶּפן, ֵמי־ְדַבׁ ַּבְקֵּּקי ַה ָרף ְויֵין־ ָׂ ְויַיִן, יֵין־
ַטנִּים, ְּ גִים ַה ָּ ל אָֹתם ַה ֶׁ ֶאֶפס ֹא נְִפַקד ְמקָֹמם 

ֶסף, ֶּ ְרָקה ְמתָּקה ְוְַברָֹמה ְואֹקּנֹס עֵֹטה־ַה ִּ
ְִּוָּה. יָה ַרֲחַבת־ַה ְׁ ת ְוקַּר ֶׂ ֶק ְׂ ַּ ְכלֹן ֲחַסר־ַה ִּ

 (1) V‘arkhu ha-shul½an kadát: meli½im gezurim ukhtutim
 (2) bshemen-zayit va½omets, na‘áÔrei zeitim biÅ‘arot,
 (3) mli½ei-AsÔrá½an veÃérÔsh udgat yám-berdyansÅ hámehulálah,
 (4) ½ilaÅ vsultanit zhavhavim ve’iltit metuÅat habaÈer,
 (5) vyayin, yein-Èáraf vyein-géfen, mei-dbásh ubaÅbúÅei hashekhar […]
(18) ’efes lo’ pasÅu meÅomam shel ’otam hadagim haÅÔanim,
(19) pirÅah matoÅah v’avromah v’oÅunos ‘oÔeh ha-kesef,
(20) tikhlon ½sár haÅashÅéshet veÅorshyah ra½avat hagv

˙
iyah39

34 bention Kats, Zikhronot: ¼amishim shanah behistoriyah yehudei Rusiyah, tel Aviv 1963, 
p. 294.

35 luis bernkhardt, V. f. Khodasevich i sovremennaia evreiskaia poėziia (see note 14), p. 24.
36 Iz evreiskikh poėtov, ed. Zoya Kopel’man (see note 14), p. 56.
37 Zoya Kopel’man, 94–95 (note 14); cf. Khodasevich’s note to M. V. Vishniak from August 21, 

1929: Vladislav Khodasevich, Pis’ma M. V. Vishniaku, in: Znamia, pp. 178–200 (p. 197); cf. 
Mark Vishniak, V. f. Khodasevich, in: Dal’nie berega: Potrety pisatelei ėmigratsii, ed. Vadim 
Kreid, Moskva 1994, pp. 149–157 (p. 155).

38 Ya‘aÅov tam [sha’ul Ósherni½ovsÅi], “MipinÅaso shel Ya‘aÅov tam”, in: Ha-‘olam, 
15. 4. 1927, pp. 282–284 (p. 283).

39 tchernichowsky, Shirim (see note 18), pp. 368–369.
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 Saul Tchernichowsky and Vladislav Khodasevich 15

(1) Были закуски все те, что обычай велит, - и во-первых
(2) Сельди в оливковом масле и в уксусе; с краю тарелок
(3) Ровным бордюром лежали оливки; с селедкой из Керчи
(4)  Сельдь астраханская рядом лежала; помимо селедок

Были сардинки, кефаль, золотой пузанок; а в графинах –
(5) Водка, и мед, и вино, и пиво в зеленых бутылках. […]

(18) Не было тут недостатка и в рыбе помельче: был окунь,
(19) Широкогрудый карась, и судак, и лещ серебристый.40

the guests were given herring (“melia½”, line 1); but what are “½ilaÅ” and “sulta-
nit” in line 4? both species are mentioned together in the babylonian talmud:41 
“what is ½ilaÅ? it is the [or ‘a species of’] ‘sultanit’”. there have been several at-
tempts to identify the species, but recent translations of the talmud simply use 
the Aramaic terms. even-shoshan,42 the only lexicographer who considered tch-
ernichowsky’s work and made suggestions for some of his obscure expressions, 
offers sultanit for “clupea sprattus”, the sprat. the problem is that the sprat is very 
common in the baltic sea but not known in the sea of Azov or the black sea. if 
a translator ever needed the poet’s assistance it was in this passage. We therefore 
turn to Khodasevich’s translations: he has “puzanok”, the caspian shad, and “ke-
fal’”, the mullet; the sea of Azov is famous for both species. “’iltit” can already 
be found in steinberg’s dictionary of 1899, meaning salmon. in the following pas-
sage, Khodasevich is less precise. he transfers, for metrical reasons it seems, the 
attribute “dressed in silver” from the perch to the bream (“’avromah”) and omits 
the tench (“tikhlon”) altogether. he may have been irritated by the fact that the 
tench does have scales (despite these being very small and deeply embedded into 
the skin making the tench slippery and giving the impression that it does not 
have scales at all). tchernichowsky gave the hebrew “’oÅunos” the meaning of 
the russian “okun” (perch; the word is commonly derived from russian “oko”, 
eye) but he certainly knew that “’aÅunos” was the Aramaic name of an unknown 
small ish, a corruption of the greek κολίας.

the plants in elka’s garden are not quite as dificult. the botanical details 
are interesting for any reader who wants to understand every word in tchernich-
owsky’s idyll. tchernichowsky wrote several articles on plants himself43 and wide-
ly used plant names of his own invention throughout his œuvre.

יִלין, ִׁ ְטרֹ ֶּ ְוֶהֱעלּ ֵבין ֵעץ ֵּבין ֵעץ 
ה ְבמֹטֹת, ָׂ ּ ַּ ְליָה ִמ ִּ ָּׁמר ֵריָחני ֶּבֶצל, ַפ

ִּיתֹת ְוִקְטנִית ֵֹׁבַבָה, ָפה ְבֵמָה ַט ְּ ְּרִּבית ַמְתַע
ָמעֹת, ְּ ֶּזֶר ָמתֹק ְּצנֹן, ַוֲחזֶֶרת ַמְכריזָה ַעל 

ַהְרָחָבה, ְּ ַחת  ַּ ה ְּדַלַעת נְִמ ָּ ָּלה ַבַח ַּ זְהִֹרית ִמְס

40 V. f. Khodasevich (see note 28), tom 2, pp. 237–238.
41 t. b. Avoda zara 39a.
42 Milon ’Even-Shoshan:  be-shishah kerakhim be-hishtatfut ½ever ’anshe mada‘, jerusalem 

2003.
43 saul tchernichowsky, “tsema½im upera½im”, in: Ha-shilo½ 23 (1919/20), pp. 372–376; idem, 

“shemot ha-tsema½im”, in: Sefatenu, Åovets muÅdash le-she’elot har½avatah u-te½iyatah 
shel ha-lashon ha-‘ivrit, vol. 1, jerusalem 1922, pp. 114–119; idem, “tsema½im upera½im”, 
in: Ha-safah 1 (1912), pp. 214–216.
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16 Jörg Schulte

ָלִמים ְקַטִּים ּזְרִּעים ַמְטִלֹּת ַמְטִלֹּת. ְּ ָלִמים  ְּ
ים ֲענִֵפים ְוַתִּּחים, ִּ ָּם ֲאגַ ֻר ְּ ִּיָּה  ַוֲעֵצי ַה
ָּה ֳעָקִצים, ִבית ְמֻר ָּ יָמה ְוַע ִּ ְבְדָבנִָּה ַמְא ֻּ
ָּה. י נֵי־ָהִענְ ִּ נַיִם ִּּתים ַמְל ְׁ זִיף ֶאָחד ּ ָׁ

ֶצה ָלּ ֲחִצי גֶֹרן ֲעֻגָּה ָּ ֵדָרה ִתיכֹנָה ַב ְׂ
ָרִחים. ְּ ֹּת ְצֻהֹּת־ַה ִּ יַח – ֲאַק ִּ ַּ ֵעִצים ֲענִֵפים 

ִָָּּתּ, יַּת  ִּ ָּה נֶֹהגֶת ֶאת־ֵהנִי ֶאל־ ַּ ְוֶאְלָקה ַה
ַחת ַצְפָצָפה ַמֲאִהיָלה ֲענִָפים, ַּ ר ֵָהָבה, ֶאל  ֶׁ ֲא

ֵלי־ֶהָעִלים ְּ ָּה ֶהֶעְלָתה ֲחרִּלים ְּצָמִחים ְמגֻ ִּ
ה. ָּ ֵקט ֵּמַצל־ֵמַצל־ֵמַח ָׁ י־ָבר עִֹטים ִציץ־ִסגְָלה, ֵקן  ֵׁ ְוָעְל

 (1) […] ve-hé‘lu bein ‘ets u-bein ‘ets peÔruÈilin,
 (2) shumar rei½ani u-batsal, pasilyah mitapÈeh bemoÔot,
 (3) kruvit mit‘aÔfah beme’ah Ôalitot veÅiÔnit shovevah
 (4) gezer matoÅ u-tsnon, va½azeret makhrizah ‘al dma‘ot,
 (5) ½manit mistaklah ba½amah u-dla‘at nimta½at bhar½avah,
 (6) tlamim, tlamim Åetanim u zru‘im maÔliyot maÔliyot
 (7) va‘tsei haginah berubam, ’agasim ‘aneim vtapu½im,
 (8) duvdevaniyah ma’dimah v‘akavit merubat-‘aÅatsim,
 (9) shazif ’e½ad ushnayim tutim malbine-ha‘inbah.
(10) Æderah tikhonah baÅatseh lah ½atsi goren ‘agulah,
(11) ‘etsim ‘aneim kaÈia½ – ’aÅaÅyot tsehubot-hapra½im.
(12) V’elÅah hakalah noheget ’et heni ’el pinat ginatah,
(13) ’asher ’ahevah, ’el ta½at tsaftsafah, ma’hilah ‘anaim,
(14) pinah he‘eltah ½arulim u-tsma½im megudlei-he‘alim
(15) v‘alshei-var ‘oÔim tsits siglah, Åen shaÅeÔ umetsal me½amah.44

 (1) Между деревьями грядки тянулись. На грядках - петрушка,
 (2) Лук и укроп ароматный, фасоль на высоких тычинах,
 (3) В сотне одежек своих - капуста, горох шаловливый,
 (4) Редька, морковка-каротель и хрен, вызывающий слезы.
 (5) Там же – подсолнечник, гордо глядящий на солнце, и тыквы.
 (7) Что до деревьев, то чаще - ветвистые яблони, груши,
 (8)  Но попадаются также багровые вишни; крыжовник

Тычет колючки свои, за одежду хватая прохожих;
 (9) Есть одинокая слива и белые две шелковицы.
(10) Если ж по средней дорожке пройти до конца, то упрешься
(11) В тесный большой полукруг постриженных желтых акаций.
(12) Элька - невеста вела подругу милую Геню
(13) Прямо в любимый свой угол, под старой развесистой ивой.
(14) Густо в нем разрослись лопухов широкие листья,
(15) В синих цветочках цикорий, крапива … Укромно и тихо.45

Khodasevich omitted line 6 (“in many tiny furrows, seeded in numerous patch-
es”) which is half a quotation from the Mishna46 and half a quotation from the 
gemara47 of the tract Kilayim of the talmud Yerushalmi. the tree “tsaftsafah” 
(in line 13) is used today for the poplar tree; this meaning can be found in almost 

44 tchernichowsky, Shirim (see note 18), pp. 342–343.
45 Khodasevich (see note 28), tom 2, p. 219.
46 Mishna Kilayim 2.3 et alt.
47 talmud Yerushalmi, Kilayim 9.3.
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 Saul Tchernichowsky and Vladislav Khodasevich 17

all modern dictionaries. even Klausner/gur’s pocket dictionary gives “topol’, 
Pappel”; this dictionary is otherwise priceless for translating tchernichowsky 
because it relects the word lists that circulated among the hebraists and were 
published in journals as Safah and Lashonenu; joseph Klausner was not only 
tchernichowsky’s closest friend, he also edited many of his poems which can still 
be seen in the manuscripts. in this case, however, Khodasevich translates “iva”, 
willow, and this translation was probably indicated to him by the poet himself. 
tchernichowsky uses the biblical “tsaftsafah” consistently for the willow, begin-
ning with a list of biblical plant names which he had published in the st Peters-
burg journal Safah in 1910, together with a brief article.48 the list is based on 
the list of biblical plant names in the Jewish Encyclopedia that was published in 
new York between 1901 and 1906.49 tchernichowsky merely added german and 
russian equivalents (in this case “iva” and “Weide”), and presented the list as 
his own work. in elka’s garden the “tsaftsafah” provides shelter (or even creates 
a tent) with its branches; this attribute its much better to the willow than to the 
poplar. for “‘alshe-var“ the same list gives “tsikorii”. for the biblical “½arulim”50 
which appears in line 14 of the fragment we ind the latin “lat〈h〉yrus” along 
with the russian “polyn’” and the german “Wermut”, i. e. common Wormwood. 
Wormwood has nothing to do with lathyrus (in english: vetchling). by the time 
he wrote “the Wedding of elka” tchernichowsky must have noticed his mistake; 
we can assume that he himself indicated Khodasevich the russian “lopukhi”, 
burdock; Khodasevich contracts “½arulim” and the “plants with big leaves” 
into one species and translates “the broad leaves of the burdock,” which gives a 
precise description of the burdock. it is possible that the russian text is correct 
and the hebrew text corrupted because “plants with large leaves” is untypically 
vague for tchernichowsky as he frequently references attributes. unfortunately 
we do not have a manuscript of the “Wedding of elka”. however, i have found 
another example in which the editor misread a “he” as “vav” and created a plant 
that tchernichowsky never intended to describe: in “My father Was a horse-
doctor” all editions read “‘eÈev bakhot u-Åsamim”.51 Whereas “‘eÈev bakhot” 
is a translation of the russian “plakun-trava” (Purple loosestrife), there is no 
russian or ukrainian equivalent for the alleged hebrew plant “Åsamim”. the 
solution can be found in an early version of the manuscript which reads “‘eÈev 
bakhot ha-Åosem”52 which simply means “the magical purple loosestrife”. in the 
manuscript, “haÅosem” is not set in inverted commas as it appears in the printed 
editions, i. e. it is not marked as a plant name; and “plakun-trava” is, indeed, one 
of the most famous russian magical plants.

i return to elka’s garden: in line 2, Khodasevich translates “shumar” as “dill” 
(“ukrop”) instead of “fennel”; the mistake can easily be explained: he must have 

48 saul tchernichowsky, “shemot ha-tsema½im ha-nimtsa’im bekhitve ha-Åodesh”, in: Ha-sa-

fah 1 (1912), pp. 217–222.
49 i〈mmanuel〉 lö〈w〉, “Plants”, The Jewish Encyclopedia, ed. cyrus Adler, new York 1901–

1906, vol. 10, pp. 72–85 (pp. 72–73). the Jewish Encyclopedia served as a major source for 
the Evreiskaia Entsiklopediia that was published in st. Petersburg between 1908 and 1913.

50 job 30.7.
51 tchernichowsky, Shirim (see note 18), p. 719.
52  genazim Archives tel Aviv, i–30455 (“’ii’aÔros le‘et metso’ hayah ’avi”).
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18 Jörg Schulte

been given the russian “ukrop aptechnyi”, a common russian name for fennel; 
the adjective “aptechnyi” which makes all the difference, did not it into the me-
tre. line 11 gives a good example how tchernichowsky translated plant names 
from the russian. just as he uses “’aÅaÅyah halevanah”, i. e. the “belaia akatsiia” 
(which odessa was famous for) for the black locust (robinia pseudoacacia), 
he coined “’aÅaÅyah tsehuvah” as a literal translation of the russian “zheltaia 
akatsiia”, which again is not an acacia, but caragana, or siberian peashrub. in 
his autobiography, tchernichowsky describes the semicircle of caraganas in his 
neighbour’s garden and how, as a child, he made whistles from the green husks of 
the tree.53 Khodasevich automatically found the correct translation in russian. i 
am not entirely sure about the “ÅiÔnit shovevah” in line 3. Khodasevich translated 
the “mischievous peas”, but according to gur/Klausner the adjective “shovev” 
also designates a wild growing species.

the ifth song contains a brief passage (modelled on the bird simile in the 
Iliad)54 which discribes the agitation of the girls attending the wedding. the 
names of the birds that rufle their feathers pose greater dificulties than the dove 
species in “in the heat of the day”.

ָּז, ְרֹר, ַהחְֹרִפי ְוַהְַּר ַּ בֹאנָה: ַה ָּ ַַחת ַַחת 
ִַּׁלל נֹצֵֹתיֶהם. אֹ ְַדמֹנִָּה ְוַחְלִחי, ִמְתנְֹסִסים 

’a½at ’a½at tavo’nah: ha-sharshur, ha½ori vhayagaz,
’o ’admonyah ve½al½i, mitnosesim bishlal notsotihem55

То подлетает синица, то чиж, то щегленок, то зяблик,
То красношейка – и все-то пестреют своим опереньем56

for metrical reasons, Khodasevich changed the order of the birds; it seems, how-
ever, that he had exact translations from the poet and tried to be precise. the 
bird name “’admonyah” was not accepted into modern hebrew but can be easily 
recognized as tchernichowsky’s translation of “krasnosheika” (rubythroat); the 
name “½ori”, which Khodasevich translated as “chizh” (siskin), can be found in 
Mendele’s translation of harald othmar lenz’s Naturgeschichte; Mendele used 
“½ori” for the genus fringilla and „½ori ha-ÅaÔan“ for „Zeisig“, siskin (which 
is in russian “chizhik” or “chizh”);57 similarly the name “ha-yargaz” had been 
used by Mendele for the genus Parus58 and it is very likely that tchernichowsky 
had found it in Mendele’s work and later provided Khodasevich with the transla-
tion “sinitsa” (tit). the form “½al½i” can be found in all editions since the irst 
publication of the idyll in Ha-teÅufah.59 only in the latest edition it has been 

53 saul tchernichowsky, “Me‘eyin ’avÔobiyografyah”, in: Sha’ul Ósherni½ovsÅi: Me½Åarim u-

te‘udot, ed. boaz Arpaly, jerusalem 1994, pp. 17–141 (pp. 24–25).
54 homer, ilias ii, 459–463.
55 tchernichowsky, Shirim (see note 18), p. 358.
56 Khodasevich (see note 28), p. 230.
57 harald othmar lenz, Sefer toldot ha-teva‘, (see note 22), p. 67, 158; cf. Ėliezer ben-ieguda, 

Polnyi russko-evreisko-nemetskii slovar’, Warsaw 1912.
58 harald othmar lenz, Sefer toldot ha-teva‘ (see note 22), p. 150; cf. ben-ieguda (see note 57).
59 ha-teÅufah 14–15 (1922), pp. 435–480 (p. 460); the same can be found in benjamin har-

shav’s annotated text in Shirat ha-te½iyah ha-‘Ivrit: ’Antologyah his†orit-biÅortit, tel Aviv, 
jerusalem 2000, vol. i, p. 276.
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 Saul Tchernichowsky and Vladislav Khodasevich 19

replaced by “½o½it”60; unfortunately we do not know who made the revision and 
on what basis (no manuscript of the work survives); and though i have not been 
able to ind “½al½i” in any dictionary, “½o½it” can be found in gur/Klausner as 
“shcheglenok” (goldinch)61 which corresponds with Khodasevich’s translation; 
equally dificult is the bird name “sharshor” which can only be found with the vo-
calization “shirshur” in Kenaani’s dictionary as an unspeciied bird name;62 Kho-
dasevich translated it as “ziablik” (common chafinch); in this case the transla-
tion made with the poet’s assistance helps to establish the meaning of two words.

unfortunately, Khodasevich’s translation is not always a reliable commentary. 
Khodasevich made some small and pardonable mistakes, when he translated, for 
example, the village “lopati½ah ha-gdolah” as “lopatikha bol’shaia”63 instead 
of “Velikaia lopatikha” which can be found, as all other village names, on a map 
of late ninenteenth century tauria. in one case he clearly had dificulties under-
standing the interlinear translation and contracted four lines into one.64

יו, פֵֹסַע ֶהָחָתן ְמדּדֹת, ָּ ִבינִים ְלִצ ְׁ נַיִם ֹׁ ְׁ
ה ָּ ַּ מֹלֹ – ֶשל  ְׂ ֹּ. ְוֶאָחד ִמ ֶׁ ֶאָחד ִמיִמינֹ – 

ה זּג ִראֹׁן, ָּ ַּם־ׁנֵיֶהם ָהִאיׁ ְוָהִא ִבינִים  ְׁ (וזּג הֹׁ
נִים). ָּ ֹּ, ְוִראֹׁנָה לֹ, ְויֵׁ ָלֶהם  ְׁ ִראֹׁן ְלִא

shnayim shoshvinim letsidav, pose‘a he½atan medudot,
’e½ad mimino – “shelo”, ve’e½ad miÈmo’lo – “shel kalah”
(vzug hashoshvinim gam-shneyhem ha’ish veha’ishah zug r’ishon,
r’ishon le’ishto, ve’ishto r’ishonah lo, veyesh lahem banim).65

[With measured step the bridegroom went with the two “escorts” on his sides, / the one 
on his right was “from his side”, the one on his left “from the side of the bride” / (also the 
“escorts” were married – both themselves and their wives in their irst marriages,66 / they 
were the irst husband to their wives, and their wives were their irst wife, and they had sons.]

Тихо жених между двух посаженных отцов подвигался.67

[“the husband moved quietly between the two fathers by proxy”]

tchernichowsky uses “shoshvinim” and “shoshvinot” throughout the idyll;68 they 
almost always appear in pairs, which indicates that the bride and the bridegroom 
had one “shoshvin” and one “shoshvinah” each, and these were married couples. 
he never mentions witnesses (“‘edim”) so that from a halakhic perspective elka’s 

60 sha’ul Ósherni½ovsÅi, Po’emot ve’idilyot, tel Aviv 1990, p. 153.
61 ben-jehuda gives for shcheglenok “½o½it”; ben-ieguda (see note 57).
62 Ya‘aÅov Kena‘ani, ’Otsar ha-lashon ha-‘ivri, jerusalem 1960 – ; the entry quotes a passage 

from an essay by david frishman, which can be found in his Mikhtavim ‘al devar ha-sifrut 
Vii, in: Ha-teÅufah 9 (1920/21), p. 458–474 (p. 468).

63 tchernichowsky, Shirim (see note 18), p. 217.
64 in another passage Khodasevich added six lines (“el, nasyshchalsia […] obidy il’ gneva …”); 

Khodasevich (see note 28), p. 239.
65 tchernichowsky, Shirim (see note 18), p. 366.
66 t. b. sota 2b, sanhedrin 22a (with the meaning “a couple in the irst marriage”).
67 Khodasevich (see note 28), p. 236.
68 cf. tchernichowsky, Shirim (see note 18), pp. 360, 361, 362, 367 and 368.
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20 Jörg Schulte

wedding can hardly be acknowledged.69 Khodasevich makes things worse and 
translates “shoshvin” consistently as “otets posazhënyi”70 which designates a role 
in the russian orthodox wedding and has never been used in the context of a 
jewish wedding. Khodasevich made no attempt to identify the dances, he omits 
the “volakhl” and the “kozachok” at the end of the fourth song,71 and translated 
the “ma½olot ma½anim” (“a dance of two camps”) with “obnimaia drug druga 
kruzhilis’.”72

for other, which Khodasevich did not translate into russian, the poet’s own 
manuscripts can help us understand the botanical terminology. one example is 
the sequence of plant names in the idyll “the broken spoon” (ha-kaf ha-shvurah)

ם ֶׁ ֶּ ֵָּאׁ ְוִצֶֹּרן ָצהֹב ְוַרב־ ֶפֶרג לֵֹהט 
נָיו, ָּ ְַּמן־נִ ְְַּר ל ֶמֶלְ ָהדּר  ֶׁ ְביַַחד ִעם זְָקנֹ 

גֵָדר, ַּ ל עִֹלים ְונֱֶאָחזִים  ֵּ ַּ ִריִצים ִמת ָּ ן־ ֶּ ְקנֵי 
ל יִָקנְטֹן ֶׁ נים, ֹּס ְלָבנָה ְוכֹס  ָּ ִֹּלים ֹּסָֹתם ַסְר

ְוִסְבֵכי ּּל יְֵפה ָעֶלה ִּבגְֵדי צֲֹענִים ַמְבִהיִקים,
ֶחלִמית זְקָּפה ְטעּנָה ֹּסֹת ִצְבעֹנִין ְלִמינָּ,

ת־ַהֶצַבע. ַׁ ְּדּ ַמְטִלית־ַמְטִלית ְלחּד, ְקִטיָפנִית 

(1) pereg loheÔ ka’esh vtsiporen tsahov vrav beÈem
(2) bya½ad ‘im “zÅano shel melekh” hadur be’argman-nitsanav,
(3) Ånei “ben-paritsim mitpatel” ‘olim vne’½azim bagader,
(4) tolim kosotam sarbanim, kos lvanah vekos shel yaÅinÔon
(5) vsivkhei pol yefeh ‘aleh u“bigdei tso‘anim” mav½iÅim,
(6) ½elmit zeÅufah te‘unah kosot tsiv‘onin leminah,
(7) maÔlit-maÔlit le½ud, Åtifanit gedushat-hatseva‘.73

(1) poppy burning like ire and richly scented yellow carnation,
(2) together with crown imperial, splendid with its purple buds,
(3) and the stalks of european birthwort that rise and clasp to the fence
(4) and hang white and lilac calyces on its obstinate stems;
(5) beans with beautiful leaves and the fair calendula;
(6) the upright mallow with its colourful calyces, according to its species—
(7) every plot is different; and tagetes with exuberant colours.74

“Pereg” (poppy) in line 1 is from the Mishna,75 “tsiporen” is translated from 
the russian “gvozdiki” (literally “little nails”), “zaÅen shel melekh” (in line 2) 
is the translation of the russian folklore name “tsarskaia borodka” (“the tsar’s 
beard”); in the article “tsema½im u pera½im” that was published in Ha-shiloa½ 
tchernichowsky gives both “Aristolochia clematitis l.”76 and the pharmacologi-

69 the problem is not discussed in Yits½aÅ ganuz, ãatunah ba‘ayarah: hav
˙
ay uminhagim 

shenigzazu: hishtaÅfutam be’idilyah ãatunatah shel ’elÅah shel sha’ul Ósherni½ovsÅi, in: 
Mahut: Ketav-‘et le-yetsirah yehudit 17 (1996), pp. 75–93.

70 Khodasevich (see note 28),p. 231 et passim.
71 tchernichowsky, Shirim (see note 18), p. 356; Khodasevich (see note 28), p. 229.
72 tchernichowsky, Shirim (see note 18), p. 368; Khodasevich (see note 28), p. 237.
73 tchernichowsky, Shirim (see note 18), p. 228.
74 All english translation are made by the author.
75 Mishna sheviit 2.7 and chalah 1.4.
76 sha’ul Ósherni½ovsÅi, “tsema½im u pera½im”,in: Ha-shiloa½ 23 (1910/11), pp.  372–376 

(p. 374).
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 Saul Tchernichowsky and Vladislav Khodasevich 21

cal names “Aristolochia vulgaris“ or ”A. tenuis” and explains that he used “za-
Åan shel melekh” in order “to preserve the local colour”; “ben paritsim mitpatel” 
in line 3 is literally a “bending Puritz”, an interesting translation of “kruchenyj 
panych,” a russian folklore name for ipomoea purpurea; for “bigdei tso+anim” 
in line 5 there is a footnote in Shirim ½adashim (1924) that such was the ukraini-
an name of the plant.77 though i have not been able to ind any equivalent ukrai-
nian plant name, the lower can be identiied: the lowers which tchernichowsky 
combined in this passage can be found in the description of his mother’s garden 
in the manuscript version of the poet’s autobiography edited by boaz Arpaly.78 
the genazim archives hold a russian manuscript draft for this version of the au-
tobiography which includes a list of the very same lowers: the only lower without 
an equivalent in the above passage is “nogotki”, calendula79—and “skirts of the 
gypsies” is a very likely name for the blossoms of the calendula; “½elmit” (mal-
low) in line 9 is mishnaic,80 tchernichowsky provides its meaning in an annota-
tion; “ÅÔifanit” in line 10 is derived from the russian “barkhatki” or “barkhatsy” 
(from “barkhat”, velvet). As we can see from this short passage tchernichowsky 
invented most of the plant names himself. i have only found one instance where 
he followed the russian-hebrew dictionary of A. M. Kagan81 which went through 
four editions between 1907 and 1919 (and can still be found in tchernichowsky’s 
library in the genazim Archives): here he had looked up “kryzhovnik” (goose-
berry) and found the hebrew “‘akavit”, which appears in the Midrash as an un-
known species of edible thistles. Khodasevich found the same translation in the 
interlinear text for “the Wedding of elka.”82

tchernichowsky’s terminology relects the particularities of russian botani-
cal lexis: he has two words for strawberry (“tut ha-sadeh” for “zemlianika”, wild 
strawberry, and “tut ha-ginah” for “klubnika”, garden strawberry) and two words 
for blackberry (“tut-sneh”83 for “ezhevika kustistaia”, rubus fruticosus, and “tut 
ha-sia½” for “ezhevika sizaia”, rubus caesius).84 the latter name misled benjamin 

77 sha’ul Ósherni½ovsÅi, Shirim ½adashim, berlin 1924, p. 270.
78 sha’ul Ósherni½ovsÅi, Me‘eyin ’avÔobiyografyah (see note 53), pp. 17–141 (p. 18).
79 genazim Archives i–40814, p. 1.
80 Mishna Kilayim 1.8.
81 A. M. Kagan, Polnyi russko-evreiskii slovar’, Kiev 1919.
82 Khodasevich (see note 28),p. 219.
83 from “sneh”, the burning bush in ex. 3.2 and in deut. 33.16.
84 the words “tut sneh” and “tut ha-sia½” appear in the autobiography in an enumeration 

together with raspberry (ha-peÔel), wild strawberry (tut ha-sadeh, “zemlianika”), garden 
strawberry (“tut ha-ginah”, “klubnika”) and european cornel (“ha-moran”). in the manu-
script of the autobiography, only “tut-sia½” is given an annotation—the ukrainian „ozhina“ 
and the russian “ezhevika” which both mean blackberry (boaz Arpaly, the editor of the 
manuscript, transcribed, without any visible reason, “brusnika”, cowberry); Me‘eyin ’avÔo-
biyografyah (see note 53), p. 38–39 (commentary on p. 128); in the word list in Ha-safah 
(see note 48) tchernichowsky gives for “[tut] sneh” the russian “ezhevika”, the german 
“schwarze brombeere” and the latin “rubus sanctus (schreb〈er〉)”. he had found the latin 
name in the Jewish Encyclopedia (see note 49), vol. 10, p. 72); the name had been coined by 
johann christian von schreber (1739–1810), the german translator of linné, in 1766. schre-
ber had derived the name from the biblical “sneh”—and this satisied the editors of the jew-
ish encyclopedia who were grateful for a latin name even if they had no idea of its botanical 
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22 Jörg Schulte

harshav to assume that tchernichowsky had created his own word for raspber-
ry85 for which, in fact, he uses consistently “peÔel” (which is, again, conirmed by 
Khodasevich’s translation of “the Wedding of elka”).86

being an ardent hebraist did not prevent the poet from consciously creat-
ing a “subtext” in other languages: he describes the profession of his father as 
“’iiyaÔros.”87 the Aramaic loan word from the greek is tchernichowsky’s trans-
lation of “konoval”, a historical profession whose main duty was to castrate hors-
es and bulls but also to cure all domesticated animals and sometimes humans; in 
the village, he shared the medical duties with a “mayshir ‘atsamot” and a “½ovesh 
degunda’”;88 the irst is a “kostopráv” (bonesetter), the second a “batalyonnyi 
feldsher” (feldsher of the batallion). some of the medicinal plants used by his 
father were “kapot ribono shel ‘olam”, “bozhi ruchki” (primula veris), “’on kaful 
tesha‘” (“deviatisil”), tansy, “badyan” (the russian word for star anise) and “Åal-
gan” (the russian word for lesser galangal).89 none of these terms were accepted 
in hebrew, nor was “dme shiv‘ah ’a½im”, a literal translation of “semibratnaia 
krov’” (hypericum). only the international “Ôal shemesh” (the russian “rosa sol-
nechnaia”), sundew was accepted. the subtext of another language creates some 
proper rebuses, and this is not limited to plant names: “sus ba‘al tapu½im,”90 the 
young poet’s favorite toy, is a literal translation of “loshad’ v iablokakh”, a dap-
ple-grey horse. this is conirmed by a handwritten russian draft for the poet’s 
autobiography which is preserved in genazim.91 one of the most dificult rebus-
es is a form of a beehive which has the hebrew name “kav

˙
eret tavnit sharvul 

shel limburg”92 – a “lüneburger stülper”; tchernichowsky translated “stülper” 
which is related to the old german word “stulpe” (the turn-up cuff on the sleeve) 
as sleeve (“sharvul”) and then confused limburg and lüneburg. Another ex-
ample is the bird called “tsipor ha-solet”93 which has been taken for an unknown 
bird of the ukrainian steppes. it shows once more that the poet was – for better 
or worse – thinking in russian when he created new terminolgy. the “semo-
lina bird” is a breed of two russian expressions: “mannaia kasha” and “mannaia 
ptitsa”. the adjective “mannyi” is a homonym: in the case of “mannaia ptitsa” it 
is derived from “manit’” – “to attract” or “to decoy”, whereas “mannaia krupa” is 
the ine lour from which the hot porridge called “mannaia kasha” is made (which 
etymologically goes back to the biblical food “manah”). it should be noted that 
the “subtext” is not always russian, it can also be greek, for example when the 

meaning; botanists were unable to identify the one and only plant that schreber had brought 
to Munich); cf. the entry “rubus sanctus schreb. 1766”, Allgemeine Botanische Zeitschrift 

für Systematik, Floristik, Planzengeographie etc, jahrgang 1898, pp. 180–181.
85 benjamin harshav, Language in Time of Revolution, berkeley, london 1993, p. 106.
86 Khodasevich (see note 28), p. 235.
87 tchernichowsky, Shirim (see note 18), p. 716.
88 ibid., p. 717.
89 ibid., p. 718–719.
90 tchernichowsky, Me‘eyin ’avÔobiyografyah (see note 53), p. 42.
91 genazim i–40814, p. 6 (under “moi igrushki”).
92 tchernichowsky, Shirim (see note 18), p. 797.
93 ibid., p. 850.
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 Saul Tchernichowsky and Vladislav Khodasevich 23

poet uses the aramaic word “galinah”94 for the doldrums on the sea; “galinah” is 
a loan word from the greek γαλήνη which homer uses no fewer than ive times 
in the Odyssey – and in exactly the same metrical position.95

looking at the homeric subtext we can perceive another important aspect of 
Khodasevich’s translation. Khodasevich was aware of the greek echoes; he ob-
served that tchernichowsky created the “homeric spirit of his idylls” with re-
pititions, comparisons (imitations of the homeric similes), and detailed descrip-
tions; and he explained the result: “the sense of the idylls is not only descriptive 
but philosophical. reminding the reader persistently of homer, tchernichowsky 
emphasizes that only the appearances change, and the essence of human life re-
mains, and that the difference between nausicaa and elka is not at all that big.”96 
he had certainly noticed the imitation of the homeric ship catalogue in the de-
scription of the wedding guests in the irst song of “the Wedding of elka”. he 
then went on to recreate some of the linguistic particularities which only the eye 
of the poet could perceive. one of these is parallelism: tchernichowsky uses the 
caesura of the homeric hexameter in order to recreate what has been the only 
generally accepted feature of tanakhic poetry since the pioneer work of bishop 
robert lowth (1710–1787).97 Khodasevich recreated this effect and, in his best 
lines, raised the russian hexameter to a level that it had not reached before.98 he 
then recreated some characteristc stylistic devices. Particularly interesting is the 
use of the hendiadys because it belongs both to classical antiquity (most notably 
to Vergil)99 and to the hebrew bible.100 tchernichowsky used it, particulary in 
his idylls, to an extent that is unparalled in modern literature, and with poetic 
ingenuity that was only surpassed by shakespeare.101 i will discuss tchernich-
owsky’s hendiadys in a forthcoming study but offer here a very clear example 
which contains two hendiadys from “brit milah”: “Vkhalvei har½ovot mizdarzim 
veratsim lifneihem va½reihem / mmal’im ½alal ha-’avir binvi½ot ‘alizot vÅol sa-
son” (literally: “the street dogs hurry and run before and behind [the carriage] 
and ill the space of the air with joyful barks and with a happy voice”).102 the 

94 ibid., p. 703.
95 homer, od. V, 391, 452; Vii, 319, X, 94; Xii, 168.
96 Khodasevich, “o chernikhovskom” (see note 14), p. 52.
97 robert lowth, De sacra poesi Hebræorum prælectiones academicæ Oxonii habitæ, oxonii 

1753; cf. joachim dyck, Athen und Jerusalem. Die Tradition der argumentativen Verknüp-

fung von Bibel und Poesie, München 1977.
98 to give just one example out of many: “net granits tishine, i net predela prostoru” (“the are 

no borders to the silence, there is no limit to the space”); Khodasevich (see note 28), p. 227.
99 Kenneth Quinn, Virgil’s Aeneid: A Critical Description, Ann Arbor 1969, pp. 423–428.

100 rosmari lillas-schuil, A survey of syntagms in the hebrew bible slassiied as hendiadys, 
in: Current Issues in the Analysis of Semitic Grammar and Lexicon 2 (2006), pp. 79–100; 
h. A. brongers, Merismus, synekdoche und hendiadys in der bibel-hebräischen sprache, 
in: Old Testament Studies 14 (1965), pp. 100–114; Yitzhak Avishur, Pairs of synonymous 
Words in the construct state (and in the Appositional hendiadys) in biblical hebrew, in: 
Semitics 2 (1971–1972), pp. 17–81; Wilfred g. e. Watson, Classical Hebrew Poetry: A Guide 

to its Techniques, shefield 1986, pp. 324–331.
101 george t. Wright, hendiadys and hamlet, in: PMLA 96, 2 (1981), pp. 168–193.
102 tchernichowsky, Shirim (see note 18), p. 153.
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24 Jörg Schulte

dogs were, of course, running quickly and the happy voice of their barking illed 
the air. to recreate the hendiadys to the same extent in translation would have 
invariably produced a comical effect. Khodavich’s use of the device therefore is 
only a distant echo of that of original hendiadys. there is, however, evidence that 
he was well aware of the device (despite his reliance on interlinear translations): 
he uses hendiadys in passages where they are not present in the original: where 
the original reads simply, “gadlah ha-bkhiyah” (“the weeping increased”),103 
Khodasevich translates “sil’nyi i gromkii byl plach” (“the weeping was strong 
and loud”)104 meaning that it was very loud; similarly, “po mnogim i vazhnym 
prichinam” (“for many and for important reasons”)105 means “for many impor-
tant reasons”. the hendiadys add to the epic tone, in which there is no instance 
that provides a hierarchy or logical relation between various attributes. in other 
cases he simply reiterates the use of biblical hebrew: “i govoril ei badkhan, i 
kazhduiu zapoved’ strogo / ei nakazal sobliudat’” (“and the badchan spoke to 
her, and told her to follow every commandment strictly”).106 Khodasevich also 
uses other stylistic devices characteristic of biblical hebrew such as the tauto-
logical initive107 (“spastis’-to spassia”, literally “saving he saved himself”),108 or 
the igura etymologica as in “krikom kricha”109 (“yelling with a yell”). there is 
conclusive evidence that Khodasevich very consciously tried to recreate the ho-
meric subtexts: rendering the stable formula “’elÅah ha-tsnu‘ah” (“the humble 
elka”) as “razumnitsa Ėl’ka” he gives elka the attribute of homer’s Penelope: 
Vasilii Zhukosvkii had translated περίφρων Πηνελόπεια (which occurs more 
than ifty times in the Odyssey)110 as “razumnaia Penelopa” or as “mnogo razum-
naia startsa ikariia doch’” (“the very sensible daughter of the old icarios”).111 the 
translation of the attribute “tsenu‘ah” (“humble”) as “razumnitsa” (“sensible”) 
instead of the literal “skromnaia” or “skromnitsa” can only be explained by the 
reference to Penelope. if tchernichowsky did not suggest the translation him-
self, he was certainly pleased: in his hebrew version of the Odyssey, on which he 
worked during the same years, Penelope consistently received the same attribute 
as elka: “Penelopeyah ha-tsnu‘ah.”112

tchernichowsky used the subtext of another language intentionally, not only to 
create a “local colour”, as he had written himself twice, but to lay open the ways 

103 ibid., p. 361.
104 Khodasevich (see note 28), p. 232.
105 ibid., p. 223.
106 ibid., p. 232.
107 cf. jordan d. finkin, A Rhetorical Conversation: Jewish Discourse in Modern Yiddish Lit-

erature, university Park 2010, pp. 17–30; gideon goldenberg, tautological ininitive, in: 
Israel Oriental Studies 1 (1971), pp. 36–83.

108 Khodasevich (see note 28), p. 178.
109 ibid., p. 225.
110 cf. hom. od. iV, 787, XXiV, 404 et alt.
111 V. A. Zhukovskii, Sobranie sochinenii v cheterekh tomakh, Moskva 1959–1960, tom iV, 

p. 255 et passim.
112 homerus, ’Ili’adah. ’Odiseyah, tirgem mi-Yevanit sha’ul Ósherni½ovsÅi, tel Aviv 1954, 

p. 237 (od. i, 328) et passim; i would like to thank Agata grzybowska (Warsaw) for this 
hint.
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in which hebrew interacts with other languages. that he unterstood translation 
as an integral part of his poetics can be seen from his late poem “Zemirot” (“fes-
tive songs”) of 1943 which changes the talmudic expression “shnayim miÅra’ 
ve’e½ad targum” (“twice scripture and once translation”)113 into “’e½ad miÅra’ 
veshnayim targum” (“once scripture and twice translation”),114 turning a hal-
akhic dictum into a metaphor which describes his poetry. “targum”, here, does 
not refer to the Aramaic translation of the tanakh but to russian, ukrainian and 
bulgarian songs which his mother had sung when she was young.

there is yet another source which shows that tchernichowsky was very aware 
of his role in hebrew poetry: tchernichowsky had written an article on ã. n. bi-
alik in russian for the journal Evreiskaia zhizn’ (jewish life) in 1916115 which 
has remained almost unnoticed. in this article, he proposes a distinction between 
the “poėt narodnyi” (from “narod”, the people) and the “poėt natsional’nyi” 
(from “natsiia”, nation).116 both terms would be translated as “national poet” in 
english. the distinction goes back to Vissarion belinskii117 who had described 
Pierre-jean de béranger as “poėt narodnyi” and goethe and schiller as “poėty 
natsional’nye.”118 the topic had been revived by Mikhail gershenzon, one of the 
editors of the Evreiskaia antologiia, in his book Mudrost’ Pushkina (The Wisdom 
of Pushkin).119 According to tchernichowsky, bialik is the only “poėt narodnyj”; 
he does not give a jewish example for a hebrew “poėt natsional’nyi”, but anybody 
familiar with the hebrew poetry of the time will have recognized that he himself 
was the irst and obvious candidate: the “poėt natsional’nyi” can show a “higher 
degree of individuality”, of personal creativity and of general humanistic ideals; 
whatever he receives from his people, including its language, is merely the essential 
environment without which creative work is impossible. his people give him com-
plete freedom, his thoughts and feelings can go against those of his people, and can 
even be hostile towards it. tchernichowsky’s examples for the “poėt natsional’nyi” 
are byron, ibsen, Anatole france, john Keats and oscar Wilde.

saul tchernichowsky used the freedom of the “poet natsional’nyi” to introduce 
layers of other languages. these layers create dificulties and even rebuses for the 
reader but they challenge a translation that reveals the common elements – not 
in images or ideas, but in the very essence of the languages. the translation of 

113 t. b. berakhot 8a (referring to the practice of reading the weekly portion of the torah).
114 saul tchernichowsky, Shirim (see note 18), p. 768.
115 saul chernikhovskii, neskol’ko slov o Kh. n. bialike, in: Evreiskaia zhizn’, vol.  14–15 

(3. 4. 1916), p. 30–31.
116 this distinction has not been considered in the recent articles on the question of the “he-

brew national poet”; Avner holtzman, the rise and decline of the national Poet, in: Polish 

and Hebrew Literature and National Identity, ed. Alina Molisak, shoshana ronen, Warsaw 
2010, pp. 38–53; cf. Aminadav dykman, Poetic commemoration: A comparative study of 
the cases of Pushkin and bialik, ibid., pp. 27–37.

117 Andrei belyi revived the distinction in a speech in memory of Alexander blok in Moscow 
on september 26, 1921; cf. Andrei belyi, rech’ na vechere pamiati bloka v Politekhniches-
kom muzee, in: Aleksandr Blok: Novye materialy i issledovaniia, ed. g. P. berdnikov et alt., 
Moskva 1980–1993 (= Literaturnoe nasledstvo 92), tom 4, pp. 760–773.

118 V. g. belinskii, Polnoe sobranie sochinenii, Moskva 1953–1959, pp. 332–333.
119 Mikhail gershenzon, Mudrost’ Pushkina. Moskva 1919, passim.
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26 Jörg Schulte

tchernichowsky’s hebrew idylls into russian meant, to some degree, to uncover 
and re-create what was already there. the translation becomes a commentary, 
just as the targum had been used as a commentary that helped to understand 
dificult passages in the hebrew tanakh. the most interesting aspect, however, is 
that supreme translation unveils that two texts belong to a common cultural ield, 
and that translation in this sense belongs to the very essence of poetry.

Appendix: A Note on the German Translations of Tchernichowsky’s poetry

the small number of german translations of tchernichowsky’s poems has fallen 
into oblivion. the best was a fragment of thirty six lines from “baruch of May-
ence” translated by Martin buber. it was published in the Jüdischer Almanach 
of 1902.120 Martin buber rendered the iambic tetrameters of the original in iam-
bic pentameters; and his occasional use of rhyme recreates the tonality of the 
original. Apart from a few scattered translations of short poems121 there were 
three further attempts to translate tchernichowsky’s poetry: the irst was made 
by the historian and political scientist, hans Kohn. the back cover of his book 
Nationalismus published by löwit in Vienna and berlin in 1922 announced a 
forthcoming volume with the title “saul tschernichowskij: lieder und gesänge: 
nachdichtungen aus dem hebräischen, gemeinsam mit hugo Knöpfmacher”, but 
this announcement was never fulilled. the translations can be found in the ar-
chive of hugo Knöpfmacher in the leo baeck institute in new York.122 they 
contain some of tchernichowsky’s nature and love poems as well as translations 
of “deianira” and of the irst part of “brit Milah”. though the hexameters are 
formally correct they more closely resemble a irst draft than a translation of a 
piece of art. the irst chapter of “brit Milah” was published in the journal Das 
Zelt in february 1924 under the name of hans Kohn.123 the preface to this pub-
lication announces more information on the poet in a forthcoming book with the 
title “Wesen und Wege des juden” – which was yet another unfulilled promise. 
there is no trace of the book in Kohn’s archive. A metrical translation of the 
inal part of “in front of the statue of Apollo” can be found in hans Kohn’s 
monograph on Martin buber. it is hard to decide if the translation is his, or if he 
quotes from an unpublished manuscript by Martin buber.124 the second attempt 
was made by the otherwise unknown Max elk from stettin. his translation of the 
third chapter of “brit Milah” was published under the title “das Mahl” in 1934.125 

120 Martin buber, entsinnst du dich? Aus der dichtung ‚baruch von Mainz‘ von saul tscher-
nichowski (heidelberg), in: Jüdischer Almanach, berlin 5663 (1902), p. 44.

121 saul tschernichowsky, “der Abend”, “Ani Maamin”, übersetzt von otto spitz, in: Jü-

discher Almanach, berlin 1935, p. 122; more translations by otto spitz are preserved in the 
genazim Archives, fond i–74696; the archive further hold the typescript of a translation of 
“the heat of the day” by Markus Kohlmann (i–47693) and a typescript with translations 
of two sonnets by A. suhl (i–70704).

122 leo baeck Archives, Ar 7172–3/4 (hugo Knoepfmacher collection 331, 1).
123 saul tchernichowsky, “brith Milah”, in: Das Zelt, 1. jg., 2. heft (feb. 1924), pp. 55–59.
124 hans Kohn, Martin Buber. Sein Werk und seine Zeit, hellerau 1930, p. 51.
125 saul tschernichowsky, “das Mahl”, in: Jüdische Rundschau 27/28 (5. 4. 1934), p. 6.

1

2

3

5

10

15

20

25

30

35

40

45

46

47

Verlag: Universitätsverlag WINTER P-Nr.: B47-242895 P-Anfang: 26.02.2013 ID: int01 – 07.11 Printjob: Seiten: 26/28
M E D I AM E D I A



 Saul Tchernichowsky and Vladislav Khodasevich 27

his hexameters are much better than those of Knöpfmacher and Kohn but still 
belong to those which tchernichowsky himself described as, “leaving much to be 
wished for.”126 the translation was slightly improved by the anthropologist Max 
grunwald and re-published in 1936.127 the third attempt was made, it seems, by 
the Zionist poet Marek scherlag who also wrote a german sonnet on tchernich-
owsyky in 1940 (upon the occasion of the bialik prize which tchernichowsky was 
granted that year);128 to be more precise: the typescripts of some translations are 
iled under his name in the genazim archives.129 they include german versions 
of “levivot”, “in the heat of the day”, “Man is nothing but…”, and “in front 
of the statue of Apollo”. the translations of the two idylls were published much 
later under the name of gershon stein.130 it is unclear whether gershon stein 
simply adopted scherlag’s translations or if the typescript has been misiled in 
genazim. Whoever made the translation allowed the use of anacrusis in the ger-
man hexameter without gaining much suppleness in syntax and expression.

126 cwi Wohlmuth, W 60-lecie urodzin szaula czernichowskiego: Wywiad z poetą, in: Opinja, 
12.1.1936, p. 6–7 (p. 6).

127 saul tschernichowsky, “das Mahl”, in: Jüdisches Fest, jüdischer Brauch, eds. else rabin, 
friedrich thieberger, berlin 1936, pp. 450–453.

128 Marek scherlag, “An saul tschernichowsky”: “dir lieh das los die liebe zu den dingen! / 
wie stern und blatt und Aar und schmetterling, / die deiner Augen netz im fluge ind, / 
und auch die Kraft, die bunt zum bild zu schlingen. // dein geist und dein gefühl – wie 
tief sie dringen / ins herz der Kreatur, hoch und gering! / du sprengst der bruderleiden 
dunkeln ring, / um hoffnungsgold ans tageslicht zu bringen. // dir ward das glück, des 
Volkes lied zu singen / in seinem alten, schön erneuten Klange / und früh zu lenken deine 
starken schwingen // ins land der sehnsucht, folgend heilgem drange, / das ewig bleibt in 
wirklichem gelingen / und auch verklärt von deinem hohen sange”; genazim Archives 
i–70662.

129 genazim Archives, fond i–4751 sq.
130 gershon stein, Die unzerstörbare Brücke, osnabrück 1996.
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