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         Tomas Tranströmer won the 2011 Nobel Prize in Literature. He is Sweden’s most important poet.  This book includes all the poems he has written during the past fifty years, including those from the Bloodaxe Collected Poems of 1987, as well as three later collections, For Living and Dead (1989), The Sad Gondola (1996) and The Great Enigma (2004), and a prose memoir.
         
   
         
             

         
 
         In Sweden he has been called a ‘buzzard poet’ because his haunting, visionary poetry shows the world from a height, in a mystic dimension, but brings every detail of the natural world into sharp focus. His poems are often explorations of the borderland between sleep and waking, between the conscious and unconscious states.
         
 
         
             
            

         
 
         Tranströmer was born in 1931 in Stockholm, where he grew up, but spent many long summers on Runmarö in the nearby archipelago, evoking that landscape in his early work, which draws on the aesthetic tradition of Swedish nature poetry. His later poetry is more personal, open and relaxed, often reflecting his broad interests: travel, music, painting, archaeology and natural sciences. Many of his poems use compressed description and concentrate on a distinct image as a catalyst for psychological insight and metaphysical interpretation. This acts as a meeting-point or threshold between conflicting elements or forces: sea and land, man and nature, freedom and control.
         
 
         
             
            

         
 
         Robin Fulton has worked with Tomas Tranströmer on each of his collections as they have been published over many years, and his award-winning translation is the most authoritative and comprehensive edition of his poetry published anywhere.
         
 
         
             
            

         
 
         ‘In its delicate hovering between the responsibilities of the social world and the invitations of a world of possibly numinous reality, Tomas Tranströmer’s poetry permits us to be happily certain of our own uncertainties’ – Seamus Heaney
         
 
         
             
            

         
 
         ‘Robin Fulton’s translation from the Swedish is excellent: a poet of exceptional achievement has with this volume been born into English’ – Guardian
         
 
         
             
            

         
 
         Cover photograph by Paula Tranströmer
         

      

      
    

  
    
      
         
         
 
         
            [image: ] 
            

         

      

      
    

  
    
      
         
         
 
         
            TOMAS TRANSTRÖMER
            
 
            NEW COLLECTED POEMS
            
 
            TRANSLATED BY
 ROBIN FULTON
            

         
 
         
            
               [image: ] 
                  
               

            

         

      

      
    

  
    
      
         
         
 
         
            Contents

         
 
         Title Page
         
 
         Foreword
         
 
         
             

         
 
         17 POEMS (1954)
         
 
          Prelude
         
 
          Autumnal Archipelago
         
 
          Five Stanzas to Thoreau
         
 
          Gogol
         
 
          Sailor’s Yarn
         
 
          Strophe and Counter-Strophe
         
 
          Agitated Meditation
         
 
          The Stones
         
 
          Context
         
 
          Morning Approach
         
 
          There is Peace in the Surging Prow
         
 
          Midnight Turning Point
         
 
          Song
         
 
          Elegy
         
 
          Epilogue
         
 
         
             

         
 
         SECRETS ON THE WAY (1958)
         
 
          Solitary Swedish Houses
         
 
          The Man who Awoke with Singing over the Roofs
         
 
          Weather Picture
         
 
          The Four Temperaments
         
 
          Caprichos
         
 
          Siesta
         
 
          Izmir at Three O’Clock
         
 
          Secrets on the Way
         
 
          Tracks
         
 
          Kyrie
         
 
          A Man from Benin
         
 
          Balakirev’s Dream
         
 
          After an Attack
         
 
          The Journey’s Formulae
         
 
         
             
            

         
 
         THE HALF-FINISHED HEAVEN (1962)
         
 
          The Couple
         
 
          The Tree and the Sky
         
 
          Face to Face
         
 
          Ringing
         
 
          Through the Wood
         
 
          November with Nuances of Noble Fur
         
 
          
          The Journey
         
 
          C Major
         
 
          Noon Thaw
         
 
          When We Saw the Islands Again
         
 
          From the Hill-Top
         
 
          Espresso
         
 
          The Palace
         
 
          Syros
         
 
          In the Nile Delta
         
 
          A Dark Swimming Figure
         
 
          Lament
         
 
          Allegro
         
 
          The Half-Finished Heaven
         
 
          Nocturne
         
 
          A Winter Night
         
 
         
             
            

         
 
         BELLS AND TRACKS (1966)
         
 
          Portrait with Commentary
         
 
          Lisbon
         
 
          From an African Diary
         
 
          Crests
         
 
          Hommages
         
 
          Winter’s Formulae
         
 
          Morning Birds
         
 
          About History
         
 
          Alone
         
 
          On the Outskirts of Work
         
 
          After Someone’s Death
         
 
          Oklahoma
         
 
          Summer Plain
         
 
          Downpour over the Interior
         
 
          Under Pressure
         
 
          Open and Closed Spaces
         
 
          An Artist in the North
         
 
          In the Open
         
 
          Slow Music
         
 
         
             
            

         
 
         SEEING IN THE DARK (1970)
         
 
          The Name
         
 
          A Few Minutes
         
 
          Breathing Space July
         
 
          By the River
         
 
          Outskirts
         
 
          Traffic
         
 
          
          Night Duty
         
 
          The Open Window
         
 
          Preludes
         
 
          Upright
         
 
          The Bookcase
         
 
         
             
            

         
 
         PATHS (1973)
         
 
          To Friends behind a Frontier
         
 
          From the Thaw of 1966
         
 
          Sketch in October
         
 
          Further In
         
 
          The Outpost
         
 
          Along the Radius
         
 
          Looking through the Ground
         
 
          December Evening 1972
         
 
          The Dispersed Congregation
         
 
          Late May
         
 
          Elegy
         
 
         
             
            

         
 
         BALTICS (1974)
         
 
          Baltics
         
 
         
             
            

         
 
         THE TRUTH-BARRIER (1978)
         
 
          Citoyens
         
 
          The Crossing-Place
         
 
          The Clearing
         
 
          How the Late Autumn Night Novel Begins
         
 
          To Mats and Laila
         
 
          From the Winter of 1947
         
 
          Schubertiana
         
 
          The Gallery
         
 
          Below Zero
         
 
          The Boat and the Village
         
 
          The Black Mountains
         
 
          Homewards
         
 
          After a Long Drought
         
 
          A Place in the Forest
         
 
          Funchal
         
 
         
             
            

         
 
         THE WILD MARKET-SQUARE (1983)
         
 
          Brief Pause in the Organ Recital
         
 
          From March 1979
         
 
          Memories Look at Me
         
 
          Winter’s Gaze
         
 
          The Station
         
 
          
          Answers to Letters
         
 
          Icelandic Hurricane
         
 
          The Blue Wind-Flowers
         
 
          The Blue House
         
 
          Satellite Eyes
         
 
          Nineteen Hundred and Eighty
         
 
          Black Picture Postcards
         
 
          Fire-Jottings
         
 
          Many Steps
         
 
          Postludium
         
 
          Dream Seminar
         
 
          Codex
         
 
          Carillon
         
 
          Molokai
         
 
         
             
            

         
 
         FOR LIVING AND DEAD (1989)
         
 
          The Forgotten Captain
         
 
          Six Winters
         
 
          The Nightingale in Badelunda
         
 
          Early May Stanzas
         
 
          Berceuse
         
 
          Streets in Shanghai
         
 
          Deep in Europe
         
 
          Leaflet
         
 
          The Indoors is Endless
         
 
          Vermeer
         
 
          Romanesque Arches
         
 
          Epigram
         
 
          Female Portrait, 19th Century
         
 
          Medieval Motif
         
 
          Air Mail
         
 
          Madrigal
         
 
          Golden Wasp
         
 
         
             
            

         
 
         THE SAD GONDOLA (1996)
         
 
          April and Silence
         
 
          National Insecurity
         
 
          A Page of the Night-Book
         
 
          The Sad Gondola
         
 
          Landscape with Suns
         
 
          November in the Former DDR
         
 
          From July 1990
         
 
          
          The Cuckoo
         
 
          Three Stanzas
         
 
          Like Being a Child
         
 
          Two Cities
         
 
          The Light Streams In
         
 
          Night Journey
         
 
          Haiku
         
 
          From the Island, 1860
         
 
          Silence
         
 
          Midwinter
         
 
          A Sketch from 1844
         
 
         
             
            

         
 
         THE GREAT ENIGMA (2004)
         
 
          Eagle Rock
         
 
          Façades
         
 
          November
         
 
          Snow Is Falling
         
 
          Signatures
         
 
          Haiku
         
 
         
             
            

         
 
         PRISON (1959)
         
 
          Prison
         
 
         
             
            

         
 
         MEMORIES LOOK AT ME (1993)
         
 
          Memories
         
 
          Museums
         
 
          Primary School
         
 
          The War
         
 
          Libraries
         
 
          Grammar School
         
 
          Exorcism
         
 
          Latin
         
 
         
             
            

         
 
          Acknowledgements
         
 
          Index of titles and first lines
         
 
          Biographical note
         

         Airmail manuscript
         
 
         Copyright
         

      

      
    

  
    
      
         
         
 
         
            Foreword

         
 
         Over forty years ago Tomas Tranströmer wrote a poem called ‘Morning Birds’, which concludes with the idea of the poem growing while the poet shrinks:
         
 
         
            
                     It grows, it takes my place.
 
                     It pushes me aside.
 
                     It throws me out of the nest.
 
                     The poem is ready.

            

         
 
         He could hardly have envisaged then how aptly these lines would describe his career. On the one hand we have the private person who was born in Stockholm in 1931, who spent many years in Västerås working as a psychologist, and who has now returned to Stockholm to live in the very area in which he grew up. The same private person has spent as much time as possible out in the Stockholm Archipelago, on Runmarö, an island rich in family associations and a place which, I suspect, he feels is his real home. As part of the private person’s story it has to be recorded that just short of his sixtieth birthday he suffered a stroke which deprived him of most of his speech and partly inhibited movement on his right side.
         
 
         On the other hand we have the poet whose gathered work takes up very I little space on the bookshelf – as he says in the memoir of his grammar school days, he became ‘well-known for deficient productivity’ – and yet this poet’s seemingly modest body of work has generated enormous interest. For over half a century, as they slowly accumulated, his poems have attracted special attention in his native Sweden, and in the course of the last three decades they have caught the interest of an extraordinary range of readers throughout the world. The ever-widening response to Tranströmer’s poems has been meticulously documented by Lennart Karlström: the first two volumes of his bibliography, taking us up to 1999, amount to almost eight hundred pages and list translations into fifty languages.
         
 
         Tranströmer is perhaps less in need of selection or pruning than any other poet. A new reader, however, might not want to proceed through this volume in a straight chronological manner. Reading back from recent to early work could be more helpful than reading forward (as in the arrangement of May Swenson’s selection Windows  and  Stones  [University of Pittsburgh Press, 1972]). But whichever direction the new reader wants to take, a few pointers may help.
         
 
         17  Poems  (1954) gathered pieces written by Tranströmer in his late teens and very early twenties and immediately announced the presence of a distinct poetic personality. The three longer pieces that conclude the collection suggest a kind of poetic ambition which the young Tranströmer soon lost – his notes on my first version of ‘Elegy’, for instance, contain remarks like ‘This poem was written by a romantic 22-year-old!’ and ‘Oh dear, how complicated I was in my younger days…’ But the very first poem, suitably called ‘Prelude’, reveals a quality characteristic of all his writing: the very sharply realised visual sense of his poems. The images leap out from the page, so the first-time reader or listener has the immediate feeling of being given something very tangible.
         
 
         ‘Prelude’ also points forward thematically. It describes the process of waking up (note how this process appears not in the usual terms of rising to the surface but in terms of falling, of a parachute jump down into a vivid and teeming world). And this fascination with the borders between sleep and waking, with the strange areas of access between an everyday world we seem to know and another world we can’t know in the same way but whose presence is undeniable – such a fascination has over the decades been one of Tranströmer’s predominant themes. ‘Dream Seminar’, for example, from The  Wild  Market-Square  (1983), deals directly with certain aspects of the relations between waking and dreaming states, but the reader will soon discover many poems which explore this region.
         
 
         The way in which Tranströmer describes, or allows for, or tries to come to terms with the powerful elements of our lives which we cannot consciously control or even satisfactorily define suggests, rightly, that there is a profoundly religious aspect to his poems. In a largely secular country like Sweden such a writer may well be asked about religion in rather a blunt or naive manner (as if ‘Do you believe in God?’ were the same kind of question as ‘Do you vote Social Democrat?’) and Tranströmer has always replied to such questions cautiously. The following, from an interview with Gunnar Harding in 1973, is a characteristic response to the comment that reviewers sometimes refer to him as a mystic and sometimes as a religious poet:
         
 
         
            Very pretentious words, mystic and so on. Naturally I feel reserved about their use, but you could at least say that I respond to reality in such a way that I look on existence as a great mystery and that at times, at certain moments, this mystery carries a strong charge, so that it does have a religious character, and it is often in such a context that I write. So these poems are all the time pointing towards a greater context, one that is incomprehensible to our normal everyday reason. Although it begins in something very concrete.
            

         
 
         This movement towards a larger context is very important and it reflects Tranströmer’s distrust of oversimplified formulations, slogans, and rhetorical gestures as short-cuts that can obscure and mislead. It is in similar terms that we can see his response (or perhaps refusal to respond directly) to the criticism of several reviewers of the late 1960s and early 1970s that his poetry ignored current political ‘realities’. The assumption behind such criticism was that poetry is just another element of political debate and its use of language is no different from an editorial. Many of his poems do deal with current ‘realities’, but with a careful avoidance of the simplifications and aggressions of politicised language and with an awareness of a wider and deeper context that seemed beyond the range of the directly “engaged” poetry of the period, with its concern for taking “positions” on a black-and-white and rather parochial political map. See in particular ‘About History’ from Bells and  Tracks  (1966), and then ‘By the River’, ‘Outskirts’, ‘Traffic’ and ‘Night Duty’ from Seeing  in  the  Dark  (1970).
         
 
         To return to the religious aspects – the reader will notice how specifically or overtly religious allusions in the early poetry soon disappear from succeeding work. This has been interpreted as a process of secularisation: I would rather see it as a way of trying to do without the shorthand of everyday religious terminology in order to try to define for oneself those areas in which a sense of immanence may be experienced. We see something of this attempt in poems like ‘Secrets on the Way’ and ‘Tracks’, both in Tranströmer’s 1958 collection Secrets  on  the  Way,  where a series of contrasts, or similes, or just luminously clear images, are grouped as if round a central space where some kind of epiphany is happening. Such poems end by returning us, perhaps abruptly, to an active world, but they leave us with the feeling that a strangeness has crossed our path.
         
 
         Later forms of this development seem to entail two processes. First, we can see some attempt to be more specific about this central space or crossing-point, about this intrusion which can illuminate or disturb our normal way of life: here we can find paradoxes, imagery from and about dreams, speculations about how both past and future can impinge upon the present, investigations into memory, and a fascination with the many ways in which borders, open and closed, may be experienced. Second, we find a gradual move away from the impersonality of the early poetry. Tranströmer can still use the third person singular as a means of giving distance to what is clearly first person singular experience – but from the late 1960s and the early 1970s we can watch an increasingly open involvement of the poet’s own personality as an element in the poems. This is partly a matter of allowing more of the concrete starting-point of the poem to appear in the poem (Tranströmer can name a birth-place for nearly every poem), but it is also, more importantly, a matter of letting himself appear in his poems as, in a sense, an actor in his own dramas, both acting and being acted upon or through. This process can be clearly followed in poems such as: ‘Lament’, in The  Half-Finished  Heaven  (1962); ‘Crests’, ‘Winter’s Formulae’ and ‘Alone’, in Bells  and  Tracks  (1966); ‘Preludes’, ‘Upright’ and ‘The Bookcase’ in Seeing  in  the  Dark  (1970); and ‘The Outpost’ and ‘December 1972’ in Paths  (1973).
         
 
         The lines of development I have roughly indicated reach a peak – or perhaps a wave-crest may be more appropriate, for it is something in motion – in Baltics  (1974), Tranströmer’s longest poem to date and one which marked a new expansiveness in his manner. Note the plural of the title: here we have not one Baltic but a whole series of them, reflecting the very different experience of those in whose lives that particular sea has come to play a part – some of these Baltics overlap, while some apparently contradict each other. The poem seems to have been under way by about 1970, and two external stimuli helped as starting-points. One was the finding of a logbook kept by Tranströmer’s maternal grandfather in the 1880s, listing the ships he piloted. The other was his reading of Edward Lucie-Smith’s English translation of part of Jean Paul de Dadelsen’s Jonah,  which suggested to him a manner or tone of voice for a long poem less monumental than the accents of Eliot in Four  Quartets.
         
 
         A third element should be mentioned and that is Tranströmer’s lifelong interest in poems whose growth parallels musical development: for instance, the three long pieces that conclude 17  Poems (and which were originally meant to constitute one long poem) were intended to represent a parallel to passacaglia form, and ‘The Four Temperaments’ in Secrets  on  the  Way  aimed to echo Hindemith’s Theme  and  Variations:  ‘The  Four  Temperaments’  for piano and string orchestra (1940). Reference to specific musical works plays an important part in poems like ‘Schubertiana’ in The  Truth-Barrier and the title-poem of The  Sad  Gondola.  Tranströmer himself has claimed that the writing of Baltics  was his ‘most consistent attempt to write music’. Besides its pattern of thematic return and variation that recalls similar patterns in many musical works, Tranströmer has further remarked that Baltics  is in part a polemic against his earlier self, against the way in which his earlier poems from the Stockholm Archipelago treated the area as a protected oasis or reserve, whereas Baltics  treats the landscape and its life as open to the threats of the surrounding world.
         
 
         The more relaxed manner of Baltics  does not imply a more casual structure, however. It is not difficult for the reader new to the work to notice the arch-like patterning of themes, as outlined by the Danish critic Steen Andersen:
         
 
         
            Part Six, about the grandmother…is a parallel to Part One, about the grandfather; in both cases there is documentary knowledge about the family (photo, log-book) and in both cases the poet himself must enquire his way forward as regards other details of this past. From Part One, the sea, we are taken, in Part Two, to the land, but with many references to the life which Part One introduced and described to us; the churchyard stones seen by the I-figure unite past and present. In Part Three the I-figure is more present still, but here too mainly through observations of things left by the past (the font, a photo). Parts Four and Five describe immediate observations, as distinct from the family and historical memories we otherwise find in the book. And finally Part Six carries us back to the past (the grandmother) and to the present, especially in the closing lines…It is thus a matter of people  in a particular place.
            

         
 
         In its amplification of this outline, Kjell Espmark’s account of Baltics  lets us see the sequence as a climax in Tranströmer’s work up to the early 1970s, and Espmark argues, rightly, that it is to its themes we must look to get to the heart of the poem. On the one hand we have distances, obstacles or frontiers; on the other we have attempts to overcome these, and even instances of spontaneous contact –
         
 
         
            The distance or blockage can change from one section to another – from historical and geographical distance to emotional isolation and the inability to articulate what ‘wants to be said’. The bridging-over theme is modulated accordingly. The tension between the limiting and the uniting movements condenses in one point – a genuinely Tranströmerian oxymoron – ‘the open frontier’. It is towards this epiphanously charged point that the movements of the poem strive.
            

         
 
         Baltics  was not followed by anything quite so extended, but the freer use of long lines can be seen in several poems in subsequent volumes. Ideally, such poems ought to be printed on broad pages so that the long lines can be seen to be long, not broken off and carried over. These volumes contain also a dozen or so prose poems, but what is more interesting is the presence (especially in the 1980s) of an increasing number of very short and sometimes cryptic pieces. The brevity of the poems written in the 1990s may well be related to the effects of the poet’s illness, but it does seem that a tendency towards such compression was already in evidence.
         
 
         In order to illustrate some of the foregoing, and also to give some idea of Tranströmer’s own approach to his poems, it may be interesting to give a few examples from Tranströmer’s own comments on his poems:
         
 
         The Journey’s Formulae, first stanza (Secrets  on  the  Way)  [p.49]
         
 
         Here is a man ploughing. It means something. Why have I now for half a year seen that man who is ploughing? No, it’ll soon be a whole year. What does it mean? A month ago I finally understood what would happen. It’s in Yugoslavia. At first I thought it was in a Swedish landscape in autumn – I was tricked by the lighting. No, it’s Yugoslavia, in the middle of the day, and the sun is burning. It has something to do with the war. Or at least there are many dead people in the background – they move away later but what is really going on? It’s no epic, it’s a bagatelle, five lines perhaps. Yet terribly important to me… [Letter to Göran Palm, 1956]
         
 
         In the Nile Delta (The  Half-Finished  Heaven)  [p.62]
         
 
         In the first place it is a direct description of something I actually experienced. It is not something I invented – I recount in the concentrated form of the poem the experiences of a day in the town of Tanta in Egypt in 1959. I and my wife (who was only nineteen then and had never before been confronted with the reality of a poor country) had with difficulty managed to escape from the tour guides – there was never any help available if it was a matter of making one’s way into parts of the country which the authorities did not want to show to foreigners – and there we were in Tanta. It could be asked why I use ‘he’ instead of ‘I’ in the poem – I think it is a way of giving distance and generality to a difficult and troubling experience. I have tried to write as unsentimentally and nakedly as possible and mainly with monosyllabic words. Well – we went to sleep in the indescribably dirty ex-hotel and then I dreamt what is in the poem. The words which a ‘voice’ said were somewhat different – as often happens in dreams the words were nonsense-words, but they had the meaning I’ve given them in the poem. The dream helped me, it created a change of mood from negative feelings and hate towards something else – not to a “reconciliation” with the suffering around us but it gave a chance of seeing it without running away. If I were to philosophise about this I would say that I believe hate and rage are a first and natural reaction to the plight of poor countries but they don’t give much inspiration to do anything about it. In the dream there was a strongly positive element, a sort of GOOD WILL. My immediate reaction to this experience was of a religious nature and a trace of this can be seen in for instance the third to last line, in the words alluding to the Gospel account of the sick people around the pool in Bethesda – it was when the water stirred that the pool had its miracle-working power. [John 5.2] [In reply to a question from Mats Dahlberg, 1968]
         
 
         Night Duty (Seeing  in  the  Dark)  [p.92]
         
 
         That bell-ringing at the end of ‘Night Duty’ – when I was walking around in the old Västerås churchyard, which was in the process of being dug up, and caught sight of that digging-machine’s scoop, bell-ringing broke out from the Lutheran cathedral tower and it seemed to wrap the whole experience in something which each reader can interpret as he pleases, but which for me is in part something fatefully apocalyptic but also something like the sponge of religious faith which is reached down from above to swab one’s face as one sits like a beaten boxer in the corner of the ring waiting for the next round (the last one?). [Letter to Göran Palm, 1970]
         
 
         The Outpost (Paths)  [p.100]
         
 
         It began almost as a joke. It began very modestly. There was no intention it should become such a serious business, it was more something I passed the time with. The situation is this: I’m on a military exercise and get posted out to a heap of stones, a situation one experiences as quite absurd. And to cheer myself up a little I wrote the opening lines. I didn’t mean any poem to come out of it. These first verses were written very easily just because I didn’t have any feeling of ‘now this is serious, you must achieve something’. But then gradually the poem came to deal with how I find myself in an absurd situation in life generally, as I often do. Life puts us in certain absurd situations and it’s impossible to escape. And that’s where the poem becomes very serious, in the fifth verse, which ends: ‘I am the place / where creation is working itself out.’ And that’s a kind of religious idea which recurs here and there in my poems of late, that I see a kind of meaning in being present, in using reality, in experiencing it, in making something of it. And I have an inkling that I’m doing this as some sort of task or commission. It recurs further on in the book at the beginning of ‘December Evening 1972’ –
         
 
         
            Here I come, the invisible man, perhaps employed
 
            by a Great Memory to live right now…

         
 
         It’s a purely personal experience really, that I fulfil some function here, in the service of something else. This sounds pretentious and because of that the tone in such circumstances often becomes a little frivolous.   [Conversation with Gunnar Harding, 1973]
         
 
         
         
 
         Citoyens (The  Truth-Barrier)  [p.117]
         
 
         In 1970, I had an old Saab which had just been tested for roadworthiness. The verdict was that everything was in splendid order, including the brakes. Then, when I was on the motorway, I found myself in a lane where everyone was driving fairly fast. Suddenly the cars in front of me slowed down. I stepped on the brakes but nothing happened. I drove right into the back of a Mercedes. My poor little car was like an accordion. I survived. I stepped out. All I had was a shirt, a pair of trousers, shoes and a book about the French Revolution. That was all that was left after the accident. It was quite a shaking experience. I had a dream that night, and that is what I have recounted in the poem: I have not invented anything. Except perhaps the image of ‘the plummet / that makes the clocks go…’ [Conversation with Robert Bly, 1977]
         
 
         The Gallery (The  Truth-Barrier)  [p.123]
         
 
         ‘The Gallery’ is the poem I’ve carried around longest – it began some time ten years ago. It started with a particular experience. I was in Laxå as a teacher on a course for social workers, teaching interview techniques. One evening I went to the motel to sleep and then had a sort of Judgement Day experience: what is it I’m really doing? I’m a psychologist, after all, so I ought to be an expert in interviewing people. Playing one’s professional role comes easily, and in that role one is to a high degree protected. But now it was as if I was confronted with what my job really meant. It was a very disturbing evening. I lay there and watched the images of a whole crowd of people I had met in my job unwind like a film, and suddenly I seemed to experience them as a human being, not just as a professional. The poem is quite simply a coming-to-terms with this professional role, even if I started writing it as a rhapsody on authentic life-stories. Yes, all those fates glimpsed in the poem are authentic, and I myself am there too, in the passage beginning ‘An artist said…’ There you find a self-portrait, which was actually written in quite another context but which I inserted here. I thought that I, too, belonged in the gallery. [Conversation with Matts Rying, 1979]
         
 
         Female Portrait, 19th Century (For  Living  and  Dead)  [p.159]
         
 
         I amused myself making a rhythmically exact version, perhaps in very bad English. It turned out like this:
         
 
         
            
                     Strangled by the clothing, her voice. Her eyes are
 
                     on the gladiator. Then she herself is
 
                     out in the arena. And free? A gilt frame
 
                                                         bear hugs the picture.

            

         
 
         Proper sapphic metre! But we don’t have to be so pedantic. We could to get about the sapphics and write something like this:
         
 
         
            
                     Her voice is choked in the dress. While her eyes
 
                     follow the gladiator. Then it is she who
 
                     stands on the arena. How free? A gilt frame
 
                                                               strangles the painting.

            

         
 
         ‘…it is she who/stands on the arena’ – to me it’s important to get in this idea ‘she herself’ somehow. After all, she does in a way change places with the gladiator. If you write only ‘Then she’s out in the arena,’ the only way of emphasising she  is to italicise the word, and that looks silly. Another problem is ‘bear hugs’. ‘Björnkram’ in Swedish sounds quite pleasant and suggests a strong and jovial fellow heartily embracing someone… ‘Gastkramar’ is of course not at all hearty. It is almost the worst expression of anguish that Swedes have. We’ll have to discuss this. What a dreadful amount of talk about this little poem. But it’s the poem I myself like best in the whole book. Hence the hypochondria. [Letter to Robin Fulton, July 1989]
         
 
         
             

         
 
         I have been trying to make English versions of Tranströmer’s poems for at least thirty-five years. The many translations published in a wide variety of magazines are enumerated in Karlström’s bibliography. Every now and then a gathering was published in book form. First came a selection from Penguin Books in 1974. A larger one was published by Ardis Books (Ann Arbor) in 1981. The first collected edition was brought out by Bloodaxe Books in 1987, replaced ten years later by the New  Collected  Poems.  The latter contained, as additions to the previous book, two recent collections of poems, from 1989 and 1996, as well as the autobiographical chapters, Memories  Look  at  Me.  All the poems Tranströmer has published in book form are contained in this revised and expanded edition (licensed to New Directions for publication in the US in 2006 as The  Great Enigma:  New  Collected  Poems).  It includes his 2004 volume The Great  Enigma  –  a group of five small poems followed by forty-five even smaller haiku – as well as a group of nine other haiku, Prison, written in 1959 and only collected in 2001. Whether a Japanese haiku master would feel on common ground with the mentality behind these Swedish examples of the form, I have no idea. I prefer to regard them simply as a set of syllabic poems (whose syllabic count I have matched) with an ability to surprise and puzzle that far exceeds what we might expect from their miniature dimensions. I would particularly like to record my thanks to Tomas Tranströmer for his unfailing help over the years.
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               Prelude

            
 
            
               
                  Waking up is a parachute jump from dreams.
 
                  Free of the suffocating turbulence the traveller
 
                  sinks towards the green zone of morning.
 
                  Things flare up. From the viewpoint of the quivering lark
 
                  he is aware of the huge root-systems of the trees,
 
                  their swaying underground lamps. But above ground
 
                  there’s greenery – a tropical flood of it – with
 
                  lifted arms, listening
 
                  to the beat of an invisible pump. And he
 
                  sinks towards summer, is lowered
 
                  in its dazzling crater, down
 
                  through shafts of green damp ages
 
                  trembling under the sun’s turbine. Then it’s checked,
 
                  this straight-down journey through the moment, and the wings spread
 
                  to the osprey’s repose above rushing waters.
 
                  The bronze-age trumpet’s
 
                  outlawed note
 
                  hovers above the bottomless depths.

               
 
               
                  In day’s first hours consciousness can grasp the world
 
                  as the hand grips a sun-warmed stone.
 
                  The traveller is standing under the tree. After
 
                  the crash through death’s turbulence, shall
 
                  a great light unfold above his head?

               

            

         

      

      
    

  
    
      
         
            
               Autumnal Archipelago 

            
 
            
               Storm
 
               
                  Here the walker suddenly meets the giant
 
                  oak tree, like a petrified elk whose crown is
 
                  furlongs wide before the September ocean’s 
                  
 
                                          murky green fortress.

               
 
               
               
 
               
                  Northern storm. The season when rowanberry
 
                  clusters swell. Awake in the darkness, listen:
 
                  constellations stamping inside their stalls, high
 
                                          over the tree-tops.

               
 
               Evening – Morning
 
               
                  Moon – its mast is rotten, its sail is shrivelled.
 
                  Seagull – drunk and soaring away on currents.
 
                  Jetty – charred rectangular mass. The thickets
 
                                          founder in darkness.

               
 
               
                  Out on doorstep. Morning is beating, beats on
 
                  ocean’s granite gateways and sun is sparkling
 
                  near the world. Half-smothered, the gods of summer
 
                                          fumble in sea-mist.

               
 
               Ostinato
 
               
                  Under the buzzard’s circling point of stillness
 
                  ocean rolls resoundingly on in daylight,
 
                  blindly chews its bridle of weed and snorts up
 
                                          foam over beaches.

               
 
               
                  Earth is veiled in darkness where bats can sense their
 
                  way. The buzzard stops and becomes a star now.
 
                  Ocean rolls resoundingly on and snorts up
 
                                          foam over beaches.

               

            

         

      

      
    

  
    
      
         
            
               Five Stanzas to Thoreau

            
 
            
               
                  Yet one more abandoned the heavy city’s
 
                  ring of greedy stones. And the water, salt and
 
                  crystal, closes over the heads of all who
 
                                           truly seek refuge.

               
 
               
               
 
               
                  Silence slowly spiralling up has risen
 
                  here from earth’s recesses to put down roots and
 
                  grow and with its burgeoning crown to shade his
 
                                           sun-heated doorstep.

               
 
               
                  *

               
 
               
                  Kicks a mushroom thoughtlessly. Thunder clouds are
 
                  piling on the skyline. Like copper trumpets
 
                  crooked roots of trees are resounding, foliage
 
                                           scatters in terror.

               
 
               
                  Autumn’s headlong flight is his weightless mantle,
 
                  flapping till again from the frost and ashes
 
                  peaceful days have come in their flocks and bathe their
 
                                           claws in the well-spring.

               
 
               
                  *

               
 
               
                  Disbelief will meet him who saw a geyser
 
                  and escaped from wells filled with stones, like Thoreau
 
                  disappearing deep in his inner greenness
 
                                           artful and hopeful.

               

            

         

      

      
    

  
    
      
         
            
               Gogol

            
 
            
               
                  The jacket threadbare as a wolf-pack.
 
                  The face like a marble slab.
 
                  Sitting in the circle of his letters in the grove that rustles
 
                  with scorn and error,
 
                  the heart blowing like a scrap of paper through the inhospitable
 
                  passageways.

               
 
               
                  The sunset is now creeping like a fox over this country,
 
                  igniting the grass in a mere moment.
 
                  Space is full of horns and hooves and underneath
 
                  the barouche glides like a shadow between my father’s
 
                  lit courtyards.

               
 
               
               
 
               
                  St Petersburg on the same latitude as annihilation
 
                  (did you see the beauty in the leaning tower)
 
                  and round the ice-bound tenements floating like a jellyfish
 
                  the poor man in his cloak.

               
 
               
                  And here, enveloped in fasts, is the man who before was surrounded by the herds of laughter,
 
                  but these have long since taken themselves to tracts far above the tree-line.
 
                  Men’s unsteady tables.
 
                  Look outside, see how darkness burns hard a whole galaxy of souls.
 
                  Rise up then on your chariot of fire and leave the country!

               

            

         

      

      
    

  
    
      
         
            
               Sailor’s Yarn

            
 
            
               
                  There are bare winter days when the sea is kin
 
                  to mountain country, crouching in grey plumage,
 
                  a brief minute blue, long hours with waves like pale
 
                  lynxes vainly seeking hold in the beach-gravel.

               
 
               
                  On such a day wrecks might come from the sea searching
 
                  for their owners, settling in the town’s din, and drowned
 
                  crews blow landward, thinner than pipe-smoke.

               
 
               
                  (The real lynxes are in the north, with sharpened claws
 
                  and dreaming eyes. In the north, where day
 
                  lives in a mine both day and night.

               
 
               
                  Where the sole survivor may sit
 
                  at the borealis stove and listen
 
                  to the music of those frozen to death.)

               

            

         

      

      
    

  
    
      
         
         
 
         
            
               Strophe and Counter-Strophe

            
 
            
               
                  The outermost circle belongs to myth. There the helmsman sinks upright
 
                  among glittering fish-backs.
 
                  How far from us! When day
 
                  stands in a sultry windless unrest –
 
                  as the Congo’s green shadow holds
 
                  the blue men in its vapour –
 
                  when all this driftwood on the heart’s sluggish
 
                  coiling current
 
                  piles up.

               
 
               
                  Sudden change: in under the repose of the constellations
 
                  the tethered ones glide.
 
                  Stern high, in a hopeless
 
                  position, the hull of a dream, black
 
                  against the coastline’s pink. Abandoned
 
                  the year’s plunge, quick
 
                  and soundless – as the sledge-shadow, dog-like, big
 
                  travels over snow,
 
                  reaches the wood.

               

            

         

      

      
    

  
    
      
         
            
               Agitated Meditation

            
 
            
               
                  A storm drives the mill sails wildly round
 
                  in the night’s darkness, grinding nothing. – You
 
                        are kept awake by the same laws.
 
                  The grey shark belly is your weak lamp.

               
 
               
                  Shapeless memories sink to the sea’s depths
 
                  and harden there to strange columns. – Green
 
                        with algae is your crutch. A man
 
                  who takes to the seas comes back stiffened.

               

            

         

      

      
    

  
    
      
         
         
 
         
            
               The Stones

            
 
            
               
                  The stones we threw I hear
 
                  fall, glass-clear through the years. In the valley
 
                  the confused actions of the moment
 
                  fly screeching from
 
                  treetop to treetop, become silent
 
                  in thinner air than the present’s, glide
 
                  like swallows from hilltop
 
                  to hilltop until they’ve
 
                  reached the furthest plateaux
 
                  along the frontier of being. There all
 
                  our deeds fall
 
                  glass-clear
 
                  with nowhere to fall to
 
                  except ourselves.

               

            

         

      

      
    

  
    
      
         
            
               Context

            
 
            
               
                  Look at the grey tree. The sky has run
 
                  through its fibres down in the earth –
 
                  only a shrunk cloud is left when
 
                  the earth has drunk. Stolen space
 
                  is twisted in pleats, twined
 
                  to greenery. – The brief moments
 
                  of freedom rise in us, whirl
 
                  through the Parcae and further.

               

            

         

      

      
    

  
    
      
         
         
 
         
            
               Morning Approach

            
 
            
               
                  The black-backed gull, the sun-captain, holds his course.
 
                  Beneath him is the water.
 
                  The world is still sleeping like a
 
                  multicoloured stone in the water.
 
                  Undeciphered day. Days –
 
                  like aztec hieroglyphs.

               
 
               
                  The music. And I stand trapped
 
                  in its Gobelin weave with
 
                  raised arms – like a figure
 
                  out of folk art. 

               

            

         

      

      
    

  
    
      
         
            
               There is Peace in the Surging Prow

            
 
            
               
                  On a winter morning you feel how this earth
 
                  plunges ahead. Against the house walls
 
                  an air-current smacks
 
                  out of hiding.

               
 
               
                  Surrounded by movement: the tent of calm.
 
                  And the secret helm in the migrating flock.
 
                  Out of the winter gloom
 
                  a tremolo rises

               
 
               
                  from hidden instruments. It is like standing
 
                  under summer’s high lime tree with the din
 
                  of ten thousand
 
                  insect wings above your head.

               

            

         

      

      
    

  
    
      
         
         
 
         
            
               Midnight Turning Point 

            
 
            
               
                  The wood-ant watches silently, looks into
 
                  nothing. And nothing’s heard but drips from dim
 
                  leafage and the night’s murmuring deep in
 
                       summer’s canyon.

               
 
               
                  The spruce stands like the hand of a clock,
 
                  spiked. The ant glows in the hill’s shadow.
 
                  Bird cry! And at last. The cloud-packs slowly
 
                       begin to roll.

               

            

         

      

      
    

  
    
      
         
            
               Song

            
 
            
               
                  The gathering of white birds grew: gulls
 
                  dressed in canvas from the sails of foundered ships
 
                  but stained by vapours from forbidden shores.

               
 
               
                  Alarm! Alarm! round refuse from a cargo boat.
 
                  They crowded in and formed an ensign-staff
 
                  that signalled ‘Booty here’.

               
 
               
                  And gulls careered across watery wastes
 
                  with blue acres gliding in the foam.
 
                  Athwart, a phosphorescent pathway to the sun.

               
 
               
                  But Väinämöinen travels in his past
 
                  on oceans glittering in ancient light.
 
                  He rides. The horse’s hooves are never wet.

               
 
               
                  Behind: the forest of his songs is green.
 
                  The oak whose leap’s a thousand years long.
 
                  The mighty windmill turned by birdsong.

               
 
               
                  And every tree a prisoner in its soughing.
 
                  With giant cones glinting in the moonlight
 
                  when the distant pine glows like a beacon.

               
 
               
               
 
               
                  Then the Other rises with his spell
 
                  and the arrow, seeing far and wide, flees,
 
                  the feather singing like a flight of birds.

               
 
               
                  A dead second when the horse abruptly
 
                  stiffens, breaks across the waterline
 
                  like a blue cloud beneath the thunder’s antenna.

               
 
               
                  And Väinämöinen plunges heavy in the sea
 
                  (a jumping-sheet the compass-points hold tight).
 
                  Alarm! Alarm! among the gulls around his fall!

               
 
               
                  Like one bewitched, without anxiety,
 
                  standing at the centre of the picture
 
                  of his joy, eleven corn-sheaves bulging.

               
 
               
                  Reliance – an alp-top humming in the ether
 
                  three thousand metres up where the clouds sail
 
                  races. The puffed basking shark wallows

               
 
               
                  guffawing soundlessly beneath the sea.
 
                  (Death and renewal when the wave arrives.)
 
                  And peacefully the breezes cycle through the leaves.

               
 
               
                  On the horizon thunder rumbles dully
 
                  (as the herd of buffalo flees in its dust).
 
                  The shadow of a fist clenches in the tree

               
 
               
                  and strikes down him who stands bewitched
 
                  in his joyous picture where the evening sky
 
                  seems to glow behind the wild-boar’s mask of clouds.

               
 
               
                  His double, envious, arranges
 
                  a secret rendezvous with his woman.
 
                  And the shadow gathers and becomes a tidal wave

               
 
               
                  a tidal wave with riding seagulls darkened.
 
                  And the port-side heart sizzles in a breaker.
 
                  Death and renewal when the wave arrives.

               
 
               
               
 
               
                  The gathering of white birds grew: gulls
 
                  dressed in canvas from the sails of foundered ships
 
                  but stained by vapours from forbidden shores.

               
 
               
                  The herring-gull: a harpoon with a velvet back.
 
                  In close-up like a snowed-in hull
 
                  with hidden pulses glittering in rhythm.

               
 
               
                  His flier’s nerves in balance. He soars.
 
                  Footless hanging in the wind he dreams
 
                  his hunter’s dream with his beak’s sharp shot.

               
 
               
                  He plunges to the surface, full-blossomed greed,
 
                  crams and jerks himself around his booty
 
                  as if he were a stocking. And then he rises like a spirit.

               
 
               
                  (Energies – their context is renewal,
 
                  more enigmatic than the eel’s migrations.
 
                  A tree, invisible, in bloom. And as

               
 
               
                  the grey seal in its underwater sleep
 
                  rises to the surface, takes a breath
 
                  and dives – still asleep – to the seabed

               
 
               
                  so now the Sleeper in me secretly
 
                  has joined with that  and has returned while I
                  
 
                  stood staring fixedly at something else.)

               
 
               
                  And the diesel engine’s throbbing in the flock
 
                  past the dark skerry, a cleft of birds
 
                  where hunger blossomed with stretched maw.

               
 
               
                  At night-fall they could still be heard:
 
                  an abortive music like that from
 
                  the orchestra pit before the play begins.

               
 
               
                  But on his ancient sea Väinämöinen drifted
 
                  shaken in the squall’s mitt or supine
 
                  in the mirror-world of calms where the birds

               
 
               
               
 
               
                  were magnified. And from a stray seed, far
 
                  from land at the sea’s edge growing
 
                  out of waves, out of a fogbank it sprang:

               
 
               
                  a mighty tree with scaly trunk, and leaves
 
                  quite transparent and behind them
 
                  the filled white sails of distant suns

               
 
               
                  glided on in trance. And now the eagle rises.
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