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Bruised on Scaffolds, Scraped by Ropes: Four Poems 

Translated from the Hebrew by Lisa Katz 

 

 
 

Today we’re excited to share these four riveting translations by Lisa Katz of Eli Eliahu’s  

The Laborers, Ory Bernstein’s Abraham becomes human and How was love when it was, and 

Miri Ben Simhon’s In my next book. With each selection, Katz included process notes detailing 

the challenges she faced in her translation work. The poems sound beautiful in English as if they 

were meant to be translated, and they all speak about universal human struggles. We hope you 

like them as much as we did. 

 

Anyone can promote an appreciation of literary works in translation, and we’ll advertise your 

next event—just let us know. There are thousands of ways to celebrate. We’ve developed this list 

of 30 ways to celebrate NTM to get you started, but we’re open to suggestions and encourage 

you to find your own way to celebrate. You don’t need our permission to celebrate, just as you 

don’t need anyone’s permission to celebrate Black History Month, or National Ice Cream Month 

in July. Every effort counts!  

 

We’d love to hear from you! If you think of a way to celebrate National Translation Month in 

2018, email us at info@nationaltranslationmonth.org. We’re always open to any collaboration 

ideas. Find us on Twitter @TranslateMonth, tag us using #NTM2018 and #TranslateMonth2018, 

join our mailing list, submit a translation month event, or like our Facebook page. And, most 

importantly, celebrate your favorite authors in translation this September and all year round. 

 

—Claudia Serea and Loren Kleinman 

 

http://nationaltranslationmonth.org/30-ways-to-celebrate-ntm/
mailto:info@nationaltranslationmonth.org
http://twitter.com/translatemonth
https://www.facebook.com/nationaltranslationmonth
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1. Eli Eliahu 

 

  הפועלים

חַּׁר ִעם ִנְפָלִטים אֹוָתם רֹוֶאה ֲאִני  ָשִאּיֹות שַּׁ  ִממַּׁ

 .(ָדָבר ֶׁשל ְבסֹופֹו ָיׁשּובּו ְוֵאָליו ָבאּו ִמֶמּנּו) ֶהָעָפר

 ֶנְחָבִלים ,בִַּׁפגּוִמים ִנָגִפים אֹוָתם רֹוֶאה ֲאִני

ֲחָבִלים ֵלִפים נֹוְטִפים ,בַּׁ ְמנֹוִפים ִמִכְתֵפי כֲַּׁעטַּׁ  .הַּׁ

  

 ָיגּורּו לֹא ֵהם .ַאֶחֶרת ְשָפָתם ,ִמפֹה לֹא ֵהם

 ,ֶעֶרב ִעם אֹוָתם רֹוֶאה ֲאִני .בֹוִנים ֶׁשֵהם בַָּׁבִתים

 ,ְלִאָטם ָכִבים ,ַאָפם ְבֵזעַּׁת ָלְחָמם ֶאת אֹוְכִלים

ִסיגְַּׁריֹות ִכְבדֵַּׁלי גֹוְסִסות הַּׁ  .ִמָּיָדם ׁשֹוְמִטים ֶׁשֵהם הַּׁ

  

 ִנְכְבָׁשה ֵאיךְְ ,בַּׁחֶֹמר רּוָחם ָנְפָלה ֵאיךְְ רֹוֶאה ֲאִני

ְלֵבִנים נְַּׁפָׁשם  ,בֵַּׁלילֹות פֹה ְיֵׁשִנים ֵהם ִלְפָעִמים .בַּׁ

 ֵמֶהם ֶאָחד ִלְפָעִמים .ֶׁשֶלד עֹוד ְכֶׁשהַּׁבִַּׁית ,ֶדֶלת ְבִלי

 .ָלמּות ְכֵדי אֹו ְלִהְתפֵַּׁלל ְכֵדי אֹו ,ַאְרָצה נֹוֵפל

  

 

THE LABORERS 

I see them discharged at dawn from trucks filled with earth 

(from which they come and to which they will return, in the end). 

I see them bruised on scaffolds, scraped     

by ropes, hanging like bats from cranes. 

 

They aren’t from here, their language is different. They will not live 

in the houses they build. I see them in the evening 

eating the bread of the sweat of their brows, extinguishing slowly 

like the cigarettes that drop from their fingers. 

 

I see how their spirits are felled by matter, their souls 

leveled by bricks. Sometimes they sleep here at night, 

without doors, in the skeleton of a home. Sometimes one of them 

falls to the ground, to pray or to die. 

 

 

 

Translator’s Note: 

There is a loss of Hebrew sound effects in the translation of this poem by Israeli poet and 

newspaper editor Eli Eliahu (b. 1969). The natural prevalence of rhyme due to the poet’s 

manipulation of Hebrew’s limited store of affixes— for example, eem, the masculine plural 

suffix—is muted in English plural forms.  On the other hand, consonance emerges without strain 

in the English version (“bruised on scaffolds, scraped/by ropes”). And Eliahu’s concern for 

foreign workers, whose presence is everywhere in the world, remains enhanced by his rephrasing 

of biblical lines (“eating the bread of the sweat of their brow”) that are familiar in English as 
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well. Perhaps it does not matter that the word that has been translated from Hebrew as “earth” is 

also a flowery word for “dust.” The second line of the poem in any case draws us toward Genesis 

3:19 (King James Version): “In the sweat of thy face shalt thou eat bread, till thou return unto the 

ground; for out of it wast thou taken: for dust thou art, and unto dust shalt thou return.” 

 

 

 

About the author 

 

Eli Eliahu, born in Israel to parents who emigrated from Iraq, is an 

editor at the Israeli daily newspaper Haaretz, where he also writes 

regularly about Israeli and foreign literature. A graduate of Tel 

Aviv University, he majored in Jewish philosophy and Hebrew 

literature, has studied editing and translation at Alma College, and 

participated in writing workshops at the veteran Helicon School of 

Poetry. He is the winner of one of the first $12,500 Matanel Prizes 

for Young Jewish Writers (2013), and the Israel Prime Minister's 

Prize in Poetry (2014), which provides recipients with a teacher's 

salary for one year. His work has been translated into English, 

French, Spanish, Arabic, German, and Turkish, and his third book 

of poetry was published in March 2018. More info here: 
https://www.poetryinternationalweb.net/pi/site/poet/item/27647/12/Eli-Eliahu 
  

 

 

 

 

 

2. Ory Bernstein  

 אנושי נעשה אברהם

 .ׁשֹוֶנה דָּבָּר ִלי ִהְבַטְחתְּ לֹא

 .ְבדָּבָּר אֹוִתי ִפִתית לֹא

  ,ַהַמֲחֶנה ִלְפֵני ְכֶׁשיָּצָּאִתי ַגם

 .עַָּבר ְכֶׁשַהַמֲחֶנה ְוַגם

 

ַלְחִתי ֶאחָּד ֶיֶלד  ,לָּמּות ׁשָּ

  .ַלֲעקֹד ִנִסיִתי ְוֶאחָּד

ַמְרִתי   ְתִמימּות ַעל ְוׁשָּ

  .עֹוד ִלי ְתַסַיע ֶׁשלֹא

  – ִמְתַקְימֹות ַהְנבּואֹות ּוְכֶׁשכָּל

ִמיד    – ְלַרע ִמְתַקְימֹות ְותָּ

  מּורָּמֹות ֵאֶליךְָּּ ֵעיַני

  .פָּרָּה ְכֵעיֵני ,ִבְתִחנָּה

https://www.poetryinternationalweb.net/pi/site/poet/item/27647/12/Eli-Eliahu
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ְנִיי אֹוִתי ְרֵאה   ְרֵאה ,ְבעָּ

  .ִנְסְפרּו ְכֶׁשיַָּמי אֹוִתי

ִייִתי   ִמְקֶרה ַרק ,ַהכֹל ִכְכלֹות ,הָּ

 .קָּרּו ַהְדבִָּרים ֶׁשְסִביבֹו

ABRAHAM BECOMES HUMAN 

 

You didn’t promise me anything. 

You didn’t tempt me. 

Not when I went out ahead of the army 

and not when it passed by. 

 

I sent one son to die, 

and the other I tried to sacrifice. 

I maintained an innocence 

no longer useful. 

 

When all the prophecies come to pass— 

and they always do, for evil— 

my eyes will lift toward you 

at the camp, like the eyes of a cow. 

 

Behold me in my affliction, look  

as my days are numbered. 

I was, after all, just an instance 

around which things happened. 

 

 

 

Translator’s Note: 

 

This poem is perhaps uncharacteristic of Bernstein in containing many biblical threads. A fuller 

reading, in any language, depends on knowledge of the biblical intertext. But Hebrew’s 

grammatical gender is a factor that will lost in translation in any case. “You” in the first two lines 

is marked feminine (singular) in Hebrew. Nonetheless, the reader who knows the narrative as 

well as the original language is directed toward two women, each as an individual: to Abraham’s 

wife Sarah (mother of his son Isaac) and to their servant, Hagar (mother of his son Ishmael). 

Ishmael is the one sent away, where he may die, and Isaac bound to an altar to be sacrificed (but 

saved from death at the last moment). In Hebrew the story of Isaac is known as “the binding of 

Isaac.” In English I have been more explicit, as this is a story of an attempted sacrifice. In 

addition, “went out ahead of the army” combines a story of Abraham leading his retainers in a 

rescue operation (Genesis 14:14) and a wording used in a story that takes place before the parting 

of the Red Sea (Exodus 14:19). “Affliction” has a biblical tone in Hebrew and in translation. But, 

even if these allusions are lost in translation, the reader will see that the speaker in this poem 

denies all such religious significance to his actions, and this seems to be the point.   
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ָהיְָּתה?  ֵאיְך ָהיְָּתה ָהַאֲהָבה כְּשֶׁ

ַהגְִּדיר ַמיִם. ,ֵאין ָלַדַעת ֵאין לְּ  שֶׁ

 

ַואי: אֹות לְּ ֲארּו ַרק ַמרְּ  וְּנִשְּ

ִתי ָצַעקְּ  זֵכֶׁר ִקנְָּאה כְּשֶׁ

ר ֵריק. דֶׁ  נֹוָאשֹות בְּתֹוְך חֶׁ

 

ַהּגּוף שּוָקה כְּשֶׁ  זֵכֶׁר תְּ

ִפיל עְּ רֹו וְּהֶׁ  ָחַרג ִמִּגדְּ

נֶׁק. ל חֶׁ  ִלגְָּבִהים שֶׁ

 

נּו ִהנַחְּ ל יְִּדידּות כְּשֶׁ  זֵכֶׁר שֶׁ

עּותֹו, ף רְּ  ִאיש יָד ַעל כֶׁתֶׁ

ִכים ָתף ,הֹולְּ שֻׁ ה. ,ִבמְּ רֶׁ ַראת ִמקְּ  ִלקְּ

 

ָהיְָּתה?  אּוָלם ֵאיְך ָהיְָּתה ָהַאֲהָבה שֶׁ

ַהגְִּדיר ַמיִם. ,ֵאין ָלַדַעת ֵאין לְּ  שֶׁ

 

 

[UNTITLED] 

 

How was love when it was? 

No way to know, to say what water is. 

 

Only the after-sights remain: 

a recollection of jealousy when I shouted 

desperate in an empty room. 

 

A memory of desire when the body 

left its borders and ascended 

to stifling heights. 

 

A memory of friendship when we each 

placed a hand on the other’s shoulder, 

going, together, toward an event. 

 

But how was love when it was? 

No way to know, to say what water is. 

Translator’s Note: 

 

This untitled poem is characteristic of Bernstein’s main oeuvre - love poetry. Its minimalism 

provides difficulties in translation. For example, the second half of the first line says in three 
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words what requires seven in English: there is no way to define water. “Recollection” takes up 

four syllables, the same word in Hebrew only two. And so on.  

 

 

About the author 

 

Ory Bernstein (b. Tel Aviv, 1936-2017), author of more than 20 books of poetry, as well as 

works of prose for adults and children, and translations (of Rimbaud, Yeats, T. S. Eliot and 

others), was also an attorney and successful business executive. His first volume of poetry was 

published when he was 19. He served as a professor of Hebrew literature and coordinator of the 

Creative Writing concentration at Ben Gurion University of 

the Negev and received the Yehuda Amichai Poetry Prize for 

Lifetime Achievement in 2008. Bernstein, whose work is 

much loved by other Israeli poets, died in January 2017. 

More info here: 
https://www.poetryinternationalweb.net/pi/site/poet/item/27240 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

3. Miri Ben Simhon 

 

IN MY NEXT BOOK I’LL PLANT INFLUENCES FROM A DIFFERENT POETRY 

 

She notices the colors of the washing, 

sizes and shapes, and describes, half artist  

half poet, the woman hanging them, 

careful about the colors, the imaginary fringes descending  

from one prayer shawl or another. I’m filled with surprise 

by the polyphonic poetic exoticism woven line after line 

in a minor key, like a well-made, weird private fantasy, 

in precise words, so personal, so childlike, 

a pastel piece of clothing hanging on the line. 

Afterwards she’ll push the pink tub to the other side, 

and hang baby clothes. She won’t commit suicide 

by jumping from the roof. No drama is expected, there’s no twist, 

just a woman hanging washing on the roof. 

   What a relief…   

 

 

https://www.poetryinternationalweb.net/pi/site/poet/item/27240
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Translator’s Note: 

 

This poem dialogues with Israeli poet Meir Wieseltier, with whom Ben Simhon had an imagined 

and fraught relationship, a symbol of her ambition to enter the canon of contemporary Hebrew 

poetry. In a recent film about Ben Simhon, Love like a storm brewing, Wieseltier applauds what 

he calls the theft of his imagery and the way she makes it her own.  

 

    
 

About the author 

 

Miri Ben Simhon (b.1950, in Marseille, France, d. 

1996) was the youngest of three children of Moroccan 

parents from Fez on their way to the new state of Israel. 

Her poetry is both sensitive and brutal, personal and 

political, dealing with her position as a Mizrahi woman 

writer in Ashkenazi-dominated Israeli culture. Three 

books were published by mainstream Israeli presses 

during the brief dozen years of her writing lifetime 

(1983-1995), and one posthumously. All four of Ben 

Simhon's slim volumes, 114 pages of poetry in all, 

received critical attention in Israeli newspapers when 

they were originally published. When an anthology of 

personal reminiscences and critical evaluations was 

published in 2010, it was widely reviewed, a critic writing at the time that Ben Simhon “strikes 

the reader's heart with wonder and sorrow”. Her work has been examined in anthologies of 

postcolonial criticism of Hebrew literature as well. On July 2, 1996, Ben Simhon was run over 

by a truck late at night on a country road outside the farm community of Petahya in central 

Israel, in an accident that may have been a suicide. More info here: 

http://www.poetryinternationalweb.net/pi/site/poet/item/28160/12/Miri-Ben-Simhon 

 

 

About the translator 

 

Lisa Katz served as translator-in-residence at the University 

of Iowa MFA program in fall 2017. She is interim central 

editor of the Poetry International Web (Rotterdam) for world 

poetry in translation and editor of the Israeli domain. Her 

recent translations include Late Beauty: a bilingual selection 

of the poetry of Tuvia Ruebner, (with S. Bram) Zephyr Press 

(2017) - a 2017 Finalist in Poetry of the Jewish Book 

Council’s National Jewish Book Awards - and  Suddenly the 

Sight of War: nationalism and violence in Hebrew poetry of 

the 1940s by Hannan Hever, Stanford (2016). More info here: 
https://www.poetryinternationalweb.net/pi/site/country/recent_list/12 
 

http://www.poetryinternationalweb.net/pi/site/poet/item/28160/12/Miri-Ben-Simhon
https://www.poetryinternationalweb.net/pi/site/country/recent_list/12

