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John Felstiner reveals in his essay “Deep in the Glowing Text-Void”: Translating Late 

Celan the art of understanding language and translating its complexity into another language. 

Language reflects its society and culture, and, throughout time, individual words take on a 

greater meaning than their dictionary definition. Some words develop a greater weight of 

connotation as the society that owns the language manipulates it. This is what gives language its 

immense power. It is not used solely to communicate concrete ideas, but it speaks to a more 

abstract realm of emotion. Felstiner focuses on three core aspects of language: sounds and pulse, 

history and culture, and the connotation words carry.  In his translations, he strives to preserve 

the integrity of Celan’s poems and to find creative equivalents. The “sound play” and “pulse of 

German”1 —as with any other language—is an essential aspect of poetry; it makes poetry a 

sensory experience. However, Felstiner finds this aspect of poetry resistant to translation and 

“struggle[s] for an equivalent.”2 The stress of words also impacts the sensation of poetry, as it 

affects how it sounds and feels in the reader’s mouth.3 A poet’s word choice can “embed an 

absence,” and “‘word-gap[s]”4 can shape the sound or feeling of poetry. Celan especially 

embraces language’s capacity for “ambivalence” and regards “textual ambiguity to communicate 

a more impactful message”5 as an essential aspect of his art. This abstract aspect of Celan’s 

writing invites translators to create something more from his poetry than a literal translation of 

his words; Felstiner sees Celan’s work as the art of words, and searches for the meaning that can 

be extrapolated beyond a definition.  

                                                           
1 John Felstiner. ““Deep in the Glowing Text-Void": Translating Late Celan.” Representations 
32, no. 1 (Autumn 1990): 175. doi: 10.1525/rep.1990.32.1.99p00161. 
2 Felstiner, Translating, 175. 
3 Felstiner, Translating, 184. 
4 Felstiner, Translating, 181-82. 
5 Felstiner, Translating, 180. 



The origin of German words—and the connotation they have accumulated—also impedes 

and directs Felstiner’s translation. Felstiner recognizes the “brutal compromising [Celan’s] 

mother tongue underwent” for centuries,6 and Celan’s complex relationship with the German 

language. To illustrate this, Felstiner examines the impact Luther’s antisemitic beliefs and 

translation of the Bible had on the German language and the literature that was created in its 

wake.7 Translating the historical layers of German into English inherently diminishes the 

poetry’s complexity and potency. To translate the connotation and cultural meaning and not just 

the exact translation of the words, the translator must create “ties” to other ideas and other 

cultures.8 This alteration requires a deep understanding of each word choice. This idea ensues 

that the only one who can truly translate a poem is the original author.9 Each word Celan selects 

is weighted with cultural and historical connotation, molded to create a specific sound, and 

crafted to evoke a feeling. Thus, Felstiner must preserve the artistic intentions of Celan to 

properly translate Celan and simultaneously make his own artistic interpretations of the language 

in English.  

I chose to examine the poem “Darkness” or “Finsternis.” Without the ability to read 

German or an intensive understanding of the etymology of the German language, I am can only 

understand the words of Celan through Felstiner’s lens and translation. There are a few instances 

in “Darkness” where it appears that Felstiner took artistic liberties in his translation. For instance, 

Felstiner writes the line “the swelter of speechless songs chokes black.” This line is packed of 

imagery, as Celan has created a juxtaposed image of beauty and potential in songs and Holocaust 

imagery in chokes and swelter. Felstiner makes an interesting choice in translating the original 

                                                           
6Felstiner, Translating, 179. 
7 Felstiner, Translating, 179. 
8 Felstiner, Translating, 176. 
9 Annie Bordeaux, Discussion, November 24, 2018. 



German sich—which means inwardly or delirious—to chokes. This makes the line more emotive 

by employing the English connotation of violation, darkness, and discomfort; it is invasive. The 

act of choking carries a stronger, more disturbing connotation which increases the impact of 

Felstiner’s translation of Celan. In the line “Blunt hourposts”, the choice of blunt is striking. In 

the English language, blunt has the strong connotation of being forthright and dull but also 

hurtful and noticeable. Celan, however, uses the word stumpf—which can be translated to stump 

or stub—to describe the hourposts. Instead of matching the sound or the rhythm of stumpf, 

Felstiner choses a more invasive word. This deviating choice better characterizes the experience 

of time during the holocaust as dull and painful. The “blunt hourposts” seem to chip away slowly 

at the narrator, and, while hours come and go, there is no orientation in the darkness. He also 

creates a compound of Pfähle (post) and Studen (hour) to make hourposts—a word not 

compounded in the English language. This both changes the sound and the rhythm of the poem 

and brings a disturbing air to the English line. It grabs the readers’ attention and makes the 

notion less natural. In the line, “My shadow strives with your scream,” I find that the verb strives 

plays a strange role. Celan’s original text uses ringt to mobilize the shadows as wrestling, 

struggling, grappling, or agonizing. However, Felstiner selects strives—which is typically 

depicted as progressing and aiming towards something positive—and darkens it by pairing the 

positive verb with shadow and scream. This creates a dissonance that subtly deepens the outside, 

(specifically) English conception of the Holocaust. This pairing of light and dark tones illustrates 

the corruption in Nazi thought as a Nazi solider may strive to create pain and hear human 

screams as though something positive can come out of it.  

In each instance that Felstiner takes liberties in his translation, it is apparent that he is 

prioritizing the imagery or feeling of Celan’s “Darkness” over the sound of it. The poem 

“Darkness” heavily depicts a battle in which peace, beauty, and nature (in the owls) are placed in 



contrast against an impeding darkness; it is a battle in which the light is loosing. To preserve and 

translate this image, Felstiner must insert his own understanding of Celan and preserve its 

potency in English. This complicates our understanding of Celan, as each word that Felstiner 

translates from Celan is a distortion of the original message. Thus, we can only understand Celan 

through Felstiner.   
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