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In my paper, I examine the relationship between a poem by Osip Mandelstam (“I 
have forgotten the word that I wanted to say” [“Я слово позабыл, что я хотел сказать”] 
from his 1920 cycle Tristia) and its translation by Paul Celan (“Das Wort bleibt ungesagt, 
ich finds nicht wieder”). Celan’s translations are known to depart from their originals, 
and his translation of this poem by Mandelstam is no exception. Yet, however obvious 
the difference may appear to anyone who has access to Mandelstam’s Russian-language 
original as well as to Celan’s German-language translation, determining precisely what 
this difference consists in proves to be an especially difficult task in the case of this pair 
of poems, for their manifest subject matter is an absence: the word is forgotten in 
Mandelstam; the word remains unsaid in Celan. If, however, it is an absence that is at 
stake here, accounting for the difference in its articulation in each of these poems by way 
of a positive list of differences, however complete, between their respective formulations 
is not quite sufficient. Taking as my point of departure the programmatic difference 
between the two poems’ respective opening verses – “I have forgotten the word that I 
wanted to say” in Mandelstam and “Das Wort bleibt ungesagt, ich finds nicht wieder” 
(literally: “The word remains unsaid, I am not finding it again”) in Celan –, I examine the 
way in which it is not so much the words of Mandelstam’s original that are altered by 
Celan’s translation, as, rather, the absences, or relations, between those words. 
Examining the circular movement of forgetting performed by Mandelstam’s poem and 
the cessation of that circularity in Celan’s translation, I examine the broader poetological 
implications of the alteration that takes place in this translation of a poem about poetry. 


