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Preface

All serious translators of poetry work in the knowledge that they can
bring over, at best, only a portion of the quality of the original. They
are devoutly grateful when that portion has kept faith with the pri-
mary text and yet reads like poetry in the receiving language. Wallace
Stevens wrote that the “moon follows the sun like a French / Trans-
lation of a Russian poem.” The translators of this work hope that
they have been such a moon to such a sun.

Their light was no little strengthened by the aid and attention of
Christina McKnight, John Lindow, and Robert Goldman. To them
go our warm thanks and the confession that any miscues in the fol-
lowing belong solely to the translators themselves, who also must
thank Albert Bonniers Forlag for their kind permission to let us use
the work of the poet.

The translators owe a special debt of gratitude to Mrs. Gunnar
Ekelof whose meticulous reading of our text and many good sug-
gestions for improving it went far beyond what we had any right to
expect. Without her help—and her approval—we would have felt our
job still somehow incomplete.

Berkeley, California
March 23, 1981






A Note on Swedish Pronunciation

From the foreigner’s point of view, Swedish is most distinguished
(and complicated) by its prosody, with relatively free placement of
accent, three degrees of stress, and phonemic word tone. Interacting
with stress and tone is Swedish intonation, which is as difficult for
foreigners to master as it is for Swedes to eliminate from their Eng-
lish. Further, the vowel system is complex; the consonant system
contains much that is foreign not just to English but to other Eu-
ropean languages; and vowel and consonant lengths are strictly meas-
ured.

It is not easy to give information on the prosody and phonology
of a language by means of the printed word. The best one can hope
is that a reader who applies the following will be closer to an ap-
proximation of Swedish pronunciation than one who does not.

To approach Swedish intonation and stress patterns, try to stress
syllables more equally than in North American English, placing some
sort of tonal emphasis on unstressed syllables (in Swedish the pri-
mary stress usually falls on the first syllable). Compare the pronun-
ciation of mailman and male man or codex and code X; the intona-
tional pattern of the second member of each pair is closer to Swedish
than the first.

Roughly speaking, the vowels a4, ¢, and ¢ have “European” pro-
nunciation. The o is ordinarily pronounced like 00 in food; # is sim-
ilar, but the lips are pursed. The y is pronounced farther forward in
the mouth, with the lips pursed almost to a point. These sounds are
difficult for foreigners. The three additional vowels are 4 (pro-
nounced o0k), 4 (as in rat), and ¢ (as in French pex or German o).

Most consonants are similar to their counterparts in North Amer-
ican English. However, / is more “liquid” and 7 is trilled. ¢ and z are
pronounced as s, and w as v; all three are limited to names. 5 is
pronounced like English y, and so are initial 4j, 4j, Jj, and g before ¢,
5, ¥ 4, d. After / and 7, g is like a weak y (and Swedish berg sounds
rather like the name Barry). Before ¢, 4, % 4, and ¢, £ sounds some-
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thing like English cb; the same sound is also spelled with #j and k.
A particularly difficult sound, rather like English s, is represented by
§J, skj, stj, and by sk before ¢, 4, 5, 4, 4.

In syllables where two (or more) consonants or a double conso-
nant follow the vowel, the vowel is short. Other vowels are generally
long. Although one risks being misunderstood if one ignores this
distinction, it is not crucial to reading aloud.
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Introduction

Gunnar Ekelof published his first book of poetry in 1933, a second
in 1934, and from then until his death in 1968, a new collection
appeared regularly every two or three years. The writing of lyric
poetry occupied every day of his adult life. In time Ekelof became a
kind of lyrical animal, continuously at work piecing sounds and
meanings into lines and lines into poems. Toward the end he often
spoke of abandoning poetry and complained of nervous exhaustion,
but during the months of his final illness he continued to note and
rework his thoughts and dreams. Finally, it was not poems he was
making—he was creating himself; his poems, he said, were his way
to himself.

1. Bavbarus hic ego sum.

Among fellow poets in Stockholm and Uppsala Ekelof established
himself as a leader of literary opinion in the early thirties, a position
he never forfeited. His reputation with the greater public was trou-
bled and for a long time lagged far behind his achievement. He was
considered an enigmatic and learned poet, although it proved rather
difficulr to specify the nature of his learning; at different times during
his career he was called a surrealist, a mystic, an eclectic, and a vi-
sionary. It was only with Bonniers’ publication of the collected Dikzer
in 1965 that Ekelof was generally recognized as a poet sui generis
who belonged to the first rank of Scandinavian lyricists in this cen-
tury.

The story of Ekelofs career properly begins with his stay in Paris
in 1930. There, in the general artistic renewal and rebirth going on
around him, he found a social parallel to his personal feelings of
revolt. At that time he had written only a few poems, and he decided
to begin at the beginning with words. “It was clear to me,” he wrote,
“that 1 knew nothing. I took words one by one and tried to deter-
mine their values. I placed word beside word and succeeded after a



great deal of trouble in piecing together a complete sentence—nat-
urally, with no meaning in it—but composed of word values. It was
the meaning underneath I was looking for—a kind of Alchimie du
Verbe.” When he passed around the results of these experiments a
couple of years later, a friend told him he was a surrealist. Glad on
the whole to be anything at all, Ekelof read a great many surrealists,
translated some of them, and borrowed a few of their feathers. Later,
he regarded the surrealist element in his carly books as no more than
a tribute exacted by the period, and he rejected surrealist methods as
monotonous and dogmatic. He had in general no use for the aca-
demic concept of influence, but he believed very profoundly in what
he called identification, finding himself in the works of others, and it
is clear that in these early books he was identifying with the members
of his personal canon, some surrealists, certainly, but also Holderlin
and Rimbaud, Stagnelius and Sédergran. The surrealist label stuck,
though; as late as 1940 Ekelof was still being treated as a purveyor
of Parisian fashion.

The same story was repeated at every turning-point in Ekelof’s
career. In the late thirties Ekelof was at work on a radical and highly
abstract approach to human subjectivity. His friend Erik Lindegren
immediately related the project to Eliot’s work-in-progress. Ekelof
considered both the problem and the approach entirely his own; at
that time he had not read any part of Four Quartets. “Doubtless,” he
said, “Eliot is going to be set before me all my life. . . . The fact
remains that what I have to say is entirely different from what Eliot
says in his poems.” Ekelof later translated “East Coker” and learned
to value Eliot as a poet, but the degree of his identification with
Eliot was certainly much exaggerated by Swedish critics during the
forties and fifties. The two verse styles were, temporarily, somewhat
alike; the conclusions of the two pocts could not have been more
different.

Many of Ekelofs difficulties with critics and the public were in-
herent in his conception of poetry. He once compared a good lyric
poem to a bit of radioactive matter. The capacity to give off energy,
he said, was less a matter of perceived content than of relations among
particles making up the content, the nuances and dissonances set up



