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Abstract: In relation to English translations of Tomas Tranströmer’s poetry this 
paper examines two positions of the translator — the medium and the vandal. 
The positions are rendered from a discussion, later called the “Transtromer 
squabbles”, that arose in 2007 in The Times Literary Supplement. 

Through close readings of two Tranströmer poems, “Paret” and “Svarta vykort”, 
with focus on formalistic factors like syllable and word count, rhythm and the texts 
graphical appearance, the paper shows that the opposition between the medium 
and the vandal shields some severe problems concerning translation. 

The paper suggests that this opposition is related to a highly biased focus on 
the relation between the original and the translation. As an alternative it proposes 
an approach to translating from a reader´s perspective, focusing less on the act of 
translation and more on the act of communication.  
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Tomas Tranströmer is, and has been for a long time, one of  the most, now living, 
translated poets in the world. When Niklas Schiöler counted the translations in the 
late 1990’s he found that Tranströmer had been translated to at least 46 languages. 
And counting English translations Schiöler found over 1500 poems, by 40 different 
translators (Schiöler 11). Since then the numbers of  translators and translations 
have continued to grow. 

To make the material manageable I will focus on just a few of  these translators’ 
work. One of  them being Robin Fulton, who has been translating Tranströmer in 
the U.K. since the early 1970’s, the second being Robin Robertson, whose Tran-
strömer “versions” (3) from 2006 started what has later been called the “Transtro-
mer squabbles” (“Transtromer squabbles”), and the third being Robert Bly, who has 
been translating Tranströmer in the U.S. for as long as Fulton has in the U.K. 

The aim is twofold; first to give an insight in the various ways the Swedish poet 
Tomas Tranströmer has, and has not, been translated to English; secondly, to use 
the outcome of  such an examination in a discussion about the role of  the translator 
from a reader’s perspective. 

The paper’s starting point is the mentioned “squabble” that took place in early 
2007 in The Times Literary Supplement. The dispute started with a letter to the magazi-
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ne, from Robin Fulton, replying Alan Brownjohn’s positive review of  Robertson’s 
Tranströmer versions. In the letter Fulton accuses Robertson of  showing “a cavalier 
disregard for Transtromer’s texts” (Fulton “Tranströmer versions,” 9 Feb. 2007). 
Robertson’s versions are in the following weeks and months defended by W.S. Milne 
and John Burnside. They argue that Robertson has made Tranströmer’s poetry 
“come alive on the page for a British audience” (Burnside) and that his translations 
are “honourable, lyrically rich and deeply sympathetic” (Milne). A couple of  weeks 
later Fulton answer Burnside that his argumentation is “testy and at times dising-
enuous” (Fulton “Tranströmer versions”, 27 May 2007) and continues his devalua-
tion of  Robertson in his answer to W.S. Milne by saying that Robertson “vandalized 
Transtromer” and that he is making “translation[s] with hiccups” (Fulton “Appro-
aches”). 

These accusations, though very interesting in themselves, will not be further exa-
mined here. Instead I would like to put, what one might call, the concept of  the 
vandal, as rendered from Fulton’s argumentation, against the concept of  the me-
dium. This later concept I find fairly common in reviews and discussions of  poetry 
in translation. It is the idea of  the translator as someone that is able to transfer the 
original text to a new language without the text losing its core, its essence. One ex-
ample, in relation to Tranströmer, is Paul Bindings review of  Fulton’s translations, 
New collected poems, in which Binding states that Fulton “mediumistically“ renders 
Tranströmer’s “verbal music”. Another one is Ray Gonzalez review of  The Great 
Enigma: New collected poems, where Gonzales argue that Fulton “recreates” Tranströ-
mer. It is from this position as a “medium” Fulton makes his accusations against 
Robertson. 

An interesting aspect is that in neither of  the mentioned letters, articles or reviews 
there are any examples of  where this vandalisation or mediation is supposed to be 
found. To examine this I have done comparative readings of  two Tranströmer po-
ems, “Paret” and “Svarta vykort”, with focus on close readings of  the translations 
and the original texts. In the analysis I have been looking at translations from a wi-
der perspective than from a essentialist point of  view, thus focusing on factors like 
syllable and word count, rhythm and the texts graphical appearance, since I believe 
that these aspects are as important for the poem as the meaning of  the words and 
the metaphors. 

One important thing to point out is that this close reading is not done to argue 
against any of  the translators. Rather it is done with the aim to pinpoint some pro-
blems with translating Tranströmer, problems, which in my opinion, are an integra-
ted part of  the act of  translation. 

“Paret” was first published in Den halvfärdiga himlen in 1962. The poem has been 
translated to “The couple” by all three translators in this study (Bly 11, Fulton, New 
collected 53, Robertson 15). If  we start by looking at the poem as a whole entity, be-
ginning with the graphical appearance, one can see that the original and the transla-
tions are fairly similar to each other, with one exception: All of  the translations are 
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taking up more physical space than the original. In figure 1 I have accentuated this 
difference by adding 4 equally sized frames surrounding the different versions. 

This disparity, on its own, might be explained by differences between the Swedish 
an English language, but if  we go on to count words and syllables the divergence is 
even further articulated. The original poem consists of  87 words, the English trans-
lations of  98 to 100 words. Counting syllables we find that the original consists of  
144 and the translations of  128 to 136. This tells us that Tranströmer uses about 10 
percent fewer words than his translators, with about 10 percent more syllables. In 
relation to what Niklas Schiöler emphasizes in the title of  his doctoral thesis, Kon-
centrationens konst, “The art of  concentration” these numbers are striking. There is 
actually a larger discrepancy between the original and the translations than in 
between any of  the translations. From the perspective of  the vandal and the me-
dium I would say that this makes them all vulnerable to the claim of  vandalisation. 

Another striking aspect is the numerical correlation between the different parts of  
the original. Counting words we find exactly 29 in each stanza, and looking at the 
syllables we find an almost fully implemented system, 13 10 13 13 / 13 10 13 13 / 
13 10 11 12, diverging only in the last two lines. Considering Tranströmer’s deep 
interest in meter and rhythm, which many of  Tranströmer’s interpreters point out 
(e.g. Bergsten 75-87, Coyle, Schiöler 40-41, 45-47), it is fair to say that this correla-
tion is not a coincident. It is an integrated part of  the poem. But if  we look at the 
translator’s versions none of  them tries to integrate this aspect. The reason for this 
is not discussed in any of  the translations but it is likely that the argument is one 
that separates form and content. What I claim is that this separation is not easily 
done in the case of  Tranströmer, and going from the poem as a whole entity to the 
smaller parts of  it the problems with such a separation becomes even more visible. 

If  we for example look at the end of  the first line we find that Tranströmer’s ph-
rase, “dess vita kupa skimrar”, has 7 syllables (101). The translators choose words 
with 4 to 5 syllables: “its white shade / glimmers” (Fulton, New collected 53), “its 
white globe / glimmers” (Robertson 15) and “its white globe glows” (Bly 11). Let 
us also consider the rhythm: While Tranströmer’s choice is closing the line with a 
wave-like melody the translators’ choices are more like the sounds of  someone go-
ing up a staircase. 

Another example is the Tranströmer phrase “Kärlekens rörelser” (101), which is 
built up by two three-syllable words. The meaning of  the phrase — motions of  love 
— is in the original accompanied by the motion of  the syllables in the phrase, which 
gives the reader an intense feeling of  closeness to it. One might argue that Fulton 
comes fairly close to this understanding when he chooses to translate the phrase to 
“The movements of  love” (New collected 53). When Robinson translates it to “Love’s 
drama” the phrase loses a lot of  its tension (15). The same happens with Bly’s trans-
lation: “Their movements” (11). 

Bly’s translation reveals another interesting aspect of  the Tranströmer transla-
tions: The insertion of  the possessive pronoun “their”. By adding this Bly reduces 
the phrase’s universality, by personalising it. But as Kjell Espmark shows in Resans 
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formler this universality is one key aspect of  Tranströmer’s poetry (25-35), and lea-
ving it out reduces the reader’s possibility to see the full potential of  the poems. 
One will find the same type of  transformation in the following poem discussed, and 
in many of  the other Tranströmer translations. 

A final example from “Paret” is a home-made compilation of  words, “Him-
melsmörkret”, which contains four syllables in one word.  Only Bly finds this an 
important phrase to translate and he translates it to “heaven’s darkness” (11). And 
though he doesn’t reach the full concentration of  Tranströmer’s single word he 
emphasizes the great heights and depths of  the phrase. In my opinion this might be 
the most important word in the poem. It lights up the first stanza with darkness, it 
concentrates it. From that perspective one can say that neither Fulton, who transla-
tes it to “the black sky” (New collected 53), or Robertson, who translates it to “the 
night sky” (15) fully addresses the poems central contradiction, the one between 
light and dark, day and night, dreams and thoughts, and all the space in between. 

In “Svarta vykort” (311), first published in Det vilda torget 1983 and translated to 
“Black Postcards” (Bly 83, Robertson 39) and ”Black Picture-Postcards” (Fulton, 
“New collected” 139-40), the aspects of  concentration is even more apparent than 
in “Paret”. On a graphical level this is exemplified in figure 2. Another aspect of  the 
graphical appearance is the fact that the last line is further to the right in both Ful-
ton’s and Bly’s translations. This affects not merely the graphical appearance but 
also how the poem is read. One could say that Fulton and Bly suggest a longer pau-
se than Robertson does. 

Counting words and syllables in “Svarta vykort” articulates the denseness of  
Tranströmer’s poetry, and his attention to rhythm and meter. When the translators 
need 54 to 57 words the original poem consists of  42. That is about 30 percent 
fewer words than any of  the translators. Counting syllables we find about the same 
relation as in “Paret”. But in “Svarta vykort” I would say that the syllable count is 
of  even greater importance for the understanding of  the poem. Tranströmer’s 76 
syllables are namely divided in 2 stanzas, with 4 lines each, forming a Sapphic stanza 
(11 11 11 5 / 11 11 11 5), commonly associated with the ancient Greek poet Sapp-
ho. This meter, the form in itself, is an important part of  the poem. As Niklas Schi-
öler points out, the Sapphic stanza leads the reader to the ancient world, which adds 
a certain connection to the metaphors in the poem (46). 

One example is the last part of  the first stanza, “Skuggor / brottas på 
kajen” (311). The translators’ choices of  phrases are not diverging that much from 
Tranströmer’s, on a figurative scale. Fulton’s shadows “wrestle on the pier” (New 
collected 139-40), Robertson’s “scrabble on the pier” (39) and Bly’s “fight out on the 
dock” (83). But since neither of  the translators tries to translate, or even mentions, 
the formal connection with the Sapphic stanza in their translations, the poem’s close 
connection with the ancient world is lost, and thereby the understanding, that Schi-
öler argues, that these shadows are linked to the Greek and Roman myths. In his 
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reading these shadows are waiting on the pier for the ferryman, for Charon, who 
shall take them to the other side (46). 

Other aspects that for this reason might not be fully communicated to the Eng-
lish reader is the poem’s concern with death, as in the phrase “Kabeln nynnar folk-
visan utan hemland” (Tranströmer 311). This phrase is an interesting example, since 
none of  the translators have chosen to translate “hemland” to “homeland”. Robert-
son translates the phrase to “The wires hum the folk-tune of  some forgotten 
land” (39), Fulton to “The cable hums the folk-song with no home” (New collected 
139-40) and Bly to “The cable silently hums some folk song / but lacks a 
country” (83). The immanent opposition that exists in Tranströmer’s phrase has lost 
some of  its explosive force in the translations, and I believe that one of  the reasons 
for this is the absence of  a connection to the antic world. If  we analyse the poem 
from a Sapphic perspective we might see that the homeland Tranströmer is sugges-
ting is not a home or some forgotten land or country. It actually is the place where 
Charon is taking us: The other side. In such an interpretation the humming cable is 
a telephone line with no one on the other end, the sound that resembles the straight 
line in an ECG monitor, the visit of  death in the second stanza. Choosing words 
with different meanings than “homeland” makes this opposition vaguer.  As with 
“himmelmörkret” in “The couple” the translators diminishes some of  the great 
contradictions in Tranströmer’s poetry. 

As these examples show the Tranströmer translations, when examined from a 
mostly formalistic perspective, with focus on appearance, word and syllable count, 
all show a similar disinterest in communicating such aspects of  the original poem. 
The examination also shows that this disinterest affects the meaning of  the words 
and metaphors in the original poem. In relation to these findings the discussion on 
vandalisation, as initiated by Fulton, is more likely to shadow than it is to gain to the 
discussion of  the dilemmas of  translating poetry. As shown the problem is not so 
much to be found in between the translations as it is found in the relation between 
the translations and the original. 

This is interesting to consider in the light of  Françoise Wuilmart’s discussion 
about normalisation, in “Normalization and the Translation of  Poetry”. Wuilmart 
defines the concept of  normalisation as “the action of  trimming off, smoothing out 
a text, making it more even, cutting off  its edges, filling up its curves and blanks and 
ultimately, neutralizing its very effects” (31). Looking back at the Tranströmer trans-
lations we can see that this is happening over and over again, in some cases on a 
metaphorical level, but even more explicit concerning the formalistic level and the 
musicality of  the poem. 

If  we continue to look at the effects of  normalisation we will find more ex-
amples. One is when Tranströmer, to follow the chosen meter in “Black postcards,” 
leaves one word out: “Mitt i livet händer att döden kommer”. The correct sentence 
would be “Mitt i livet händer det att döden kommer” but Tranströmer cuts ”det” 
out of  the sentence. This choice is not followed by the translators, who instead 
normalise the sentence. And yet another normalisation process is the way Bly per-
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sonalised the love in “The couple”. This happens in “Black Postcards” too, where 
Tranströmer’s “mått på människan” — measures of  man — is translated to “your 
measurements” by Robertson and to “your pertinent measurements” by Bly, there-
by narrowing down Tranströmer’s will to speak in universal terms. 

From the perspective of  the medium and the vandal these choices can for sure be 
seen as acts of  vandalisation. For some reason the translators choose to change a 
part of  the poem, that from another view might be of  intrinsic value. From that 
perspective the translations are bad. But what then is a good translation? As we have 
seen all of  these translations are in some ways bad. From the translator’s perspecti-
ve, one always has to choose; what to highlight; what to leave out. In the case of  
Tranströmer there has been a great loss concerning denseness, rhythm and meter, 
which in the end also has been shown to affect the words and metaphors of  the 
original poem. 

This type of  examination might be used to criticise the translators, but that is not 
my intention. As I see it the problem is not so much with the translations in them-
selves. By that I don´t mean to oppose to the idea that there are differences between 
translations, and that some translators are better at transferring the sense, form, idea 
and so on, of  the original to the target culture. What I do oppose against is the 
focus on right and wrong which lies behind the dispute in The Times Literary Supple-
ment. This focus, the opposition in itself, undermines the possibilities of  translating. 
And even more important — it undermines the possibilities of  understanding. 

Until now I have mainly discussed the relation between the original and the diffe-
rent translations, and this is also how most translations are being judged. It is the 
questions of  fidelity, of  equivalence. What I would like to discuss now is another 
way at looking at translations, from the relation between the reader and the original. 

What then is the reader’s perspective? What does the reader want? The obvious 
answer: The original, in the reader’s native language. But this, as many translators 
and scholars have demonstrated, is not possible. But there is also another way at 
looking at the reader, another answer to the question “what does the reader want?” 
To communicate. With other worlds. Other times. With “the other” (Kapuściński). 
Instead of  focusing on the object of  translation I would now like to look at the 
reasons for translating. 

As shown all of  the translations in this study have their problems. I would say 
that none of  them is showing the true potential of  Tranströmer’s poetry. But read 
together, like done here, they come a bit closer. From the reader’s perspective these 
translations are actually better together than any of  them are on their own. But the 
reason for this is not primarily additive. The reason is that they differ from each 
other: the variation in itself  reveals what Lawrence Venuti in The Translator's Invisibili-
ty – A History of  Translation calls the “conditions under which the translation is 
made” (1). 

According to Venuti the translations in what he calls the “Anglo-American cultu-
re” is, and has been for a long time, “judged acceptable by most publishers, revi-
ewers, and readers when it reads fluently” (The Translator’s 1). The aim has been to 
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make the translations as transparent as possible, which leads to the illusion that the-
re has not been any translating going on, that the text in front of  the reader actually 
is the original. Just in another language. But what actually happens is that this trans-
parency, the illusion in itself, conceals “the other” by making him or her to familiar. 
It is plausible to say that this transparency is what lies behind the concept of  the 
translator as a medium. 

To avoid the problems of  transparency Venuti argues that the translator should 
be lifted from the shadow of  the author and be seen more of  a poet than a transla-
tor (Translation 173-192). Similar ideas is suggested by Wuilmart (37) and other 
translators and translation theorists like Susan Bassnett. Bassnett’s “counter-poems” 
of  poems by the Argentinian poet Alejandra Pizarnik is one interesting example of  
how this can be done (180): 

Alejandra alejandra Susan Susanna 
debajo estoy yo lying below 
alejandra susanna  

Venuti’s argument offers a way to get around the transparency issues, but from a 
reader’s perspective it raises certain questions. The most important being: if  one 
wants to get as close to the original as possible, which is the main assumption in this 
paper, is this really the optimal way to go? I believe that there is another way of  
looking at translations, where the problems of  transparency and normalisation are 
dealt with at the same time as the relation between the reader and the original is 
kept in focus. To accept this perspective one has to abandon the idea of  the transla-
tor as someone who has a special connection with the original poem; the translator 
as a medium. His or her role would instead, in my suggestion, be the one of  a criti-
cal link between the original and the reader. This of  course threatens the definition 
of  the word “translation,” and also the role of  the translator. But at the same it 
opens up a wide range of  opportunities concerning the act of  translation. 

One of  the basics for such an understanding is something Clive Scott mentions in 
“The translation of  reading — a phenomenological approach:” that the usual way 
of  translating seems to assume that the reader has no interest in the source language 
(215). From the reader’s perspective this statement is of  great importance. What if  
we instead would assume the opposite? We would definitely have to redefine what a 
translation could be. If  we believe that the reader’s desire is to communicate with 
“the other,” we cannot dismiss the original poem, or the language it is written in. 
Instead we have to find ways of  closing the gap between the reader and the original. 
And this, I believe, is not done by magic. Instead we have to expand our idea of  the 
act of  translation. One such suggestion is considering a phonological version a 
translation: 
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I 
ˈàlːmaˌnakːan ˈfөlːˌskrɪːvəәn, ˈfràmːˌtiːd ˈùˌɕʏnːd. 
ˈkɒːbeln ˈnʏnːar ˈfɔlːkˌvɪːsan ˈʉːtan ˈhᴇmːlanːd. 
ˈsnøːˌfalː ˈiː deːt ˈblyːˌstɪlːa ˈhɒːvəәt. ˈskөg:ʊr 
 ˈbrɔtːas poː ˈkajːəәn 

II 
ˈmɪtː iː ˈliːvəәt ˈhᴇnːdəәr atː ˈdøːdəәn ˈkɔmːəәr  
ˈɔkː tɒːr ˈmɔtː poː ˈmᴇnːɪɧan. ˈdeːt beˈsøːkəәt 
ˈglœmːs ɔkː ˈliːvəәt ˈfʊʈːˌʂᴇtːəәr. ˈmᴇnː kɔˈstyːməәn 
ˈsyːs iː deːt ˈtʏsːta 

From the reader’s perspective this actually offers a better understanding of  some 
aspects of  “Svarta vykort” than any of  the examined translations. It would perhaps 
not work on its own, but together with a prosaic English crib version, or with any 
of  the translations studied here, I would say that it definitely would help the reader 
to get closer to the original. 

Scott’s phenomenological approach is also interesting in this aspect, and in his 
paper he offers some challenging translations of  poems by Rainer Maria Rilke and 
Edward Thomas. What Scott is suggesting is a “‘multilingual’ and multi-sensory 
translation, rather than a bilingual and linguistic one,” that shifts the focus from the 
text to the act of  reading (216-7). And though I am not going to argue for his speci-
fic translations I believe that his examples show how one, if  released from the bur-
dens of  fidelity and equivalence, and from the opposition between the vandal and 
the medium, can experience the act of  translation in a new light. 

One not as extreme aspect as Scott’s versions, that I believe should be a minimum 
standard for all translations, is the bilingual edition. Discussing Tranströmer this 
comes with a certain twist, since that is one of  the accusations Fulton has against 
Robertson, who is the only translator discussed publishing bilingual. Fulton’s argu-
ment is that Robertson, by publishing bilingual, is “inviting comparison,” and that 
this is ok only if  he would have been a good translator, in Fulton’s eyes (“Tranströ-
mer Versions,” 25 May 2007). But seen from the reader’s perspective this inviting 
can be nothing but good. The comparison itself  sends an impulse to the reader — 
this translation is not the original, it’s just a version, a suggestion, an act of  commu-
nication. My phonological example, and Scott’s Rilke and Thomas versions, are a 
couple of  other impulses, but we could think of  others. 

One is the use of  footnotes. We do not have to go as far as Vladimir Nabokov 
who claims that he wants “footnotes reaching up like skyscrapers … so as to leave 
only the gleam of  one textual line between commentary and eternity” (512), but in 
the case of  Tranströmer it sure would have been of  great value for the reader to 
know that “Svarta vykort” was written in Sapphic meter, or that certain words, like 
“himmelsmörkret” in “The Couple”, is two words combined for a reason. The 
footnotes would add meaning at the same time as they would point back to what 
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Venuti calls “the conditions under which the translation is made” (The Translator’s 1), 
thus making the act of  translation visible and improving the original poem’s con-
nection with the reader. 

Another way of  doing this is for example found in a book with the translations 
of  Adonis to Swedish, which came with a CD with the poems read by the author. 
This combination in itself  is a form of  translation. And if  we consider tablets, 
computers and mobile phones as valid artefacts for reading these sorts of  possibili-
ties manifolds. 

From the reader´s perspective one can say that the “Transtromer squabbles” sure 
is a squabble. This since the opposition it is drawn upon is a false one. When Fulton 
is criticising Robertson he does it more or less from the position of  a medium, but 
as I have tried to show, this position is not valid. By that I have not meant to critici-
se Fulton on behalf  of  Robertson. Instead I have been trying to reconsider what 
the act of  translation is, and can be. If  we look at translating from the reader’s per-
spective instead of  arguing on which translation is the finest, I believe that a wider 
understanding and a greater connection to Tranströmer’s poetry is possible. And 
this is, in the end, what the reader’s perspective is all about. 
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