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Crossways:
Pages from a Literary Friendship





            The Friends






		In late March 1964, a few days before his thirty-third birthday, Tomas Tranströmer, already critically recognized in Sweden for his first three books, wrote to the Sixties Press in Madison, Minnesota. Tranströmer had caught wind of Robert Bly’s press in a British magazine and wanted to see for himself the American literary maverick’s poetry journal The Sixties. Tranströmer was interested in Bly’s journal not only as a reader but also as a writer and translator. In fact, he had already translated poems into Swedish by Bly’s close friend and colleague James Wright.


		On April 6, Carol Bly typed an initial reply, to which her husband added a note of his own, revealing an amazing and auspicious coincidence:


		

		

		Just before your first note came by accident, I went to the Univ of Minn library to get your Halvfärdiga himlen. 


		


		

		That day Bly had driven all the way across the state to obtain Tranströmer’s recent volume—known in English as The Half-Finished Heaven—and discovered upon his return a note from its author.


		If initially Tranströmer’s interest lay more with Wright’s poems, it soon shifted to Bly’s. A single letter to Tranströmer, dated July 6, 1964, is included in Wright’s selected correspondence, A Wild Perfection. If there are others, they remain unpublished; clearly Tranströmer’s relationship with Wright, if cordial, stopped short of the intimacy of his friendship with Bly.


		By May 1964, Tranströmer had translated a few of Bly’s poems, to which the latter responded with obvious enthusiasm. Such was the two poets’ curiosity about each other that they soon both actively discussed the possibility of meeting in person. In August Bly announced his intention to include two of his English translations of Tranströmer’s poems in a Sixties Press volume, Twenty Swedish Poets. That project never came to fruition, though Bly eventually included Tranströmer’s “Out in the Open” in the one and only issue of The Seventies in 1972.


		In the surviving correspondence, Tranströmer’s letter of September 3, 1964, marked a new stage in what was quickly becoming a working friendship, the first of many long, fascinating letters detailing the intricacies of the translation process from both sides. In less than five months’ time, the friendship between Tranströmer and Bly had developed into something resembling its mature form. Their correspondence would continue for the next twenty-five years at varying degrees of intensity and frequency, until a stroke in 1990 limited Tranströmer’s ability to write and speak.


		Many English-speaking readers of this book know Robert Bly’s labors as poet, editor, translator, social critic, and spiritual father of the men’s movement. Bly grew up on a Norwegian American family farm in western Minnesota, earned a degree from Harvard, and eschewed membership in the academic establishment of his day to stake out a contrarian position as a literary outrider and independent scholar. Establishing his base of operations near the old farmstead in Madison, he introduced a generation of American readers to poets from beyond the borders of the United States, including, to mention only the Scandinavians, Swedes such as Tranströmer and Harry Martinson and Norwegians like Rolf Jacobsen and Olav H. Hauge. Bly’s vehicle for promoting these and other poets was his now-legendary magazine, in its consecutive incarnations The Fifties, The Sixties, The Seventies, and, in one encore appearance, The Thousands. 


		Tomas Tranströmer, five years younger than Bly, was born and grew up in Stockholm. His maternal grandfather was a ship pilot, and his mother, a schoolteacher, separated early from his father. Tranströmer has written insightfully of his boyhood years in a prose memoir, Memories Look at Me. Eventually he became a psychologist and, at the time he first made contact with Bly, was installed with his young family on the grounds of a prison for boys at Roxtuna. Worried that Bly might be put off visiting, Tranströmer assured him on May 27, 1964, “Don’t be alarmed/frightened! Visitors generally think it an idyllic setting.”


		A remarkable quality of the two poets’ friendship is the swiftness of its evolution from casual beginnings to full-blown engagement. Some of this development, unfortunately, occurs in gaps in what we have of the correspondence. Letters from March to October of 1965 in particular are notably missing. It’s evident from Bly’s letter of July 8 that they have met. From a letter of July 8 to James Wright we overhear Bly’s first impression of Tranströmer while traveling in Sweden:


		

		

		...he was very nice—what he looked like was a combination of Kierkegaard and Orrin Bly! He had Kierkegaard’s long nose and inquisitive profile, and from the back looked exactly like Orrin...He was very touching—he knew entire poems of yours and mine by heart, and dozens & dozens of lines, which he would come up with in conversation about a tree or something. He said that Lion’s Tail & Eyes, even the subtitle Poems About Laziness and Silence, had taught him something incredibly rare—something about how to live. He’d bend his head and say this in a dogged way, so I can imagine the pressures in Sweden against laziness and against silence.


		


		

		It was the first of many visits in each poet’s respective country.


		One catches the full flavor of this exuberant, youthful stage of the relationship in Bly’s letter of November 20, 1966. Bly is responding to Tranströmer’s newly published Klanger och spår (Resonance and Footprints): 


		

		

		...the book is very good, and I’m enjoying it tremendously. As I read in it I say, “Well, look at all the things I haven’t done yet!” So it reminds me of poems I might write sometime in the future, so it’s a future book, the kind I like best. You do some very strange things in this book. I translated for Carolyn [Bly] your poem about walking in the woods, and evil shaking his head across a desk, and the modern building with so much glass, and finally the airport scene. She was startled and moved...The trains that meet in the (station of this) poem come from such long distances, each of them! That is what is good! One train still has snow on it, another one has a palm leaf caught in the undercarriage—


		


		

		Readers may recognize in the above the seed of an image for Tranströmer’s work that Bly has frequently employed, here in his introduction to The Half-Finished Heaven: The Best Poems of Tomas Tranströmer: 


		

		

		[Tranströmer’s] poems are a sort of railway station where trains that have come enormous distances stand briefly in the same building. One train has some Russian snow on the under-carriage, and another may have Mediterranean flowers fresh in the compartments, and Ruhr soot on the roofs. (ix)


		


		

		While accurately describing Tranströmer’s poems, this metaphor also goes a long way toward defining the affinity between Bly and Tranströmer. Chief among their similarities, both poets are intuitives whose natural speech is the image. This bond was especially important at a time when political and academic rhetoric dominated the establishment poetry of each poet’s home country. Tranströmer could be speaking for both men when he wrote in his poem “Standing Up”: “no big arm movements, please, all rhetoric has to be left behind.”


		Another point of similarity is the two poets’ grounding in the natural world, Bly in the fields and lakes of western Minnesota and Tranströmer in the forests and islands of central Sweden. Both are keepers of an older way of being on the earth in a time of runaway technological change. As such, they are not anti-technology so much as rightly wary of change that wrenches human beings out of their ancient rootedness in the physical. Each poet may be said to stand both in the human world and in an interior realm where, as Jung said, the individual life partakes of the totality of existence, in all its mystery and grandeur. To put it another way, Bly and Tranströmer both, as the critic Charles Molesworth has remarked of Bly, write “religious meditations for a public that is no longer ostensibly religious.” Interestingly, the political arena is where both poets find themselves on a collision course with the orthodoxies of their respective literary establishments, more ironic perhaps because of their essential political like-mindedness.


		In his letter of October 8, 1966, for example, Bly complains that no American editor has shown the courage to publish his ferocious Vietnam War poem “Counting the Small-Boned Bodies”: “The little poem is getting to be well-known, though no one will print it. The last to refuse it was the Book Section of the Herald Tribune and Washington Post this week, who had asked me for poems.” For his part, Tranströmer must navigate a narrowly Marxist literary milieu in Sweden. He remarks of one disapproving review:


		

		

		The whole thing culminated in an accusation that I was legitimizing the idea that “the world might be contemplated as a poem.”...Generally speaking the young Marxists in Sweden have little tolerance for poetry. One should show decency and stop writing.


		(October 29, 1966, trans. JM and L-HS)


		


		

		In general, the tone taken by these two literary noncomformists strongly suggests what the psychologist Stuart Miller, in his book Men and Friendship, identifies as a peculiarly European component of men’s friendship, the element of “complicity”—that is, a sense of being united in common purpose and sympathy against the oppressive powers of this world, which in Bly’s case manifested as a stifling academic conservatism in the United States and in Tranströmer’s, a puritanical Marxist correctness in Sweden.


		The friendship of Bly and Tranströmer remains strong to this day despite time and the handicapping silence Tranströmer suffered as a result of his stroke. Airmail’s two-and-a-half-decade correspondence tracks the rich multiple threads of that relationship: literary and translation work, personal and family chronicle, political and cultural commentary, all here in abundance and given coherence by a prevailing high-spirited warmth mixed with irreverence in which neither man takes himself so seriously as to be above joking or outright foolery. As the letters unfold, we overhear the two poets inspire and translate each other, arrange reading tours and visits, gossip, and attend the milestones of each other’s lives. Above it all, arching like some uncanny northern night rainbow, is a fidelity to art and a delight in the possibilities of the present moment, no matter how politically dark or unpromising it may appear. As Bly exclaims to Tranströmer on December 1, 1965, “How wonderful to be able to live in a time when something fresh can be written! There are endless fields of flowers—many of them are black flowers—on all sides.”


		

		

            The Letters


		Viewed as a whole, the correspondence between Robert Bly and Tomas Tranströmer has its own distinct character and arc. The fast-deepening closeness of its authors is mirrored by the mounting volume of letters, reaching a peak in the first decade of the friendship; roughly two-thirds of the correspondence occurs within the first ten years and the last third spans the fifteen years remaining until Tranströmer’s stroke. The single highest-volume year is 1970, when Bly and Tranströmer are clearly most energized by their reciprocal translation efforts.


		The reader will notice in the letters certain defined stretches of intense concentration on translation work. In this respect, two periods of the correspondence stand out, each centering on major translation projects. The first pairs Tranströmer’s volume of Bly’s poems, Krig och tystnad (War and Silence) in 1969 with Bly’s Seventies Press volume Twenty Poems of Tomas Tranströmer in 1970. The second pairing occurs roughly a decade later with Tranströmer’s selection of Bly’s prose poems Prosadikter (Prose Poems) in 1977 and Bly’s translation of Tranströmer’s Truth Barriers (Sanningsbarriären) in 1980.


		While the first of these two great periods of translation is exploratory, with each poet learning the other’s style, strengths, and weaknesses, in the second period Tranströmer and Bly give much attention to the prose poem medium, with which they are both clearly fascinated. Prose poems such as Bly’s “Walking Swiftly” and “Finding the Father” and Tranströmer’s “Standing Up” and “Start of a Late Autumn Novel” generate lengthy discussion. A bonus is the draft of Bly’s introduction to Prosadikter, which to my knowledge has not been reprinted in English since its initial appearance in the May/June 1977 issue of the American Poetry Review as “What the Prose Poem Carries with It.”


		We may remember that at the time these letters were written, the legitimacy of the prose poem, especially in the United States, was by no means universally secured. Today that controversy is mostly a thing of the past, with the prose poem generally acknowledged as “real” poetry. Eventually both poets’ interest in the prose poem wanes, though form is still a major topic of discussion. In the 1980s Bly recasts some of his prose poems in complicated stanzas reminiscent of Marianne Moore’s (“I am veering back toward form, now,” he writes on February 16, 1980, “with a new view of it, supported partly by my amateur researches on sound”), while Tranströmer makes a limited return to the Sapphics of his work in the 1950s (“We will both end up as neo-classicists!!” he exclaims on June 29, 1982).


		One of the more fascinating extraliterary features of the correspondence is the discussion of current affairs—American, Swedish, and international—that emerges as a constant in the letters almost from the beginning. These are, of course, the years of the Vietnam War, in which Bly is instrumental in organizing protest readings under the aegis of the American Writers Against the Vietnam War. Tranströmer’s grasp of American politics as displayed in the correspondence is extraordinary and humbling when compared with the insularity of most Americans. Of the assassination of Robert F. Kennedy, he observes:


		

		

		Right after things like that I’m so full of rage and resignation that poetry becomes impossible...to write is to go into reality itself, where the gunsmoke still lingers. Otherwise I was rather skeptical about Robert Kennedy, terribly split. I’ll never know what he really stood for. Maybe he was very good. But I’ve put all my eggs, my American eggs, in McCarthy’s basket. Maybe I should also let Lindsay take an egg. (June 6, 1968, trans. JM and L-HS)


		


		

		Such examples make clear that a major element in the friendship of Tranströmer and Bly is an absorbing interest in politics and society as viewed through the lens of psychology, however speculative that psychology may be (especially in Bly’s Jungianism, from which Tranströmer stands at an evident remove). A representative instance of Bly’s psychopolitical speculation on the Vietnam War occurs in his letter of January 14, 1966:


		

		

		People are wrong though when they think this is the first battle of World War III—it is the last battle of World War II. The white race feels guilty and wants to waste now all the riches it took from the Orient, and if it can do so and at the same time kill large numbers of yellow people, so much the better. We are determined to disgrace ourselves, and nothing will stop us. We are doing it instead of the Europeans for them. The Europeans have disgraced themselves so much, they are satisfied now. But we still hunger for disgrace—we howl for it.


		


		

		We recognize here the psychological dynamic underlying Bly’s antiwar masterpiece “The Teeth Mother Naked at Last.” That Tranströmer, by temperament calmer and less prone to exaggeration than Bly, is willing to abide Bly’s more hyperbolic manner augurs well for their friendship’s resiliency and longevity.


		Thus on one level Airmail serves as a vibrant chronicle of a tumultuous time in U.S. and world history. Bly’s running account of his participation in antiwar activities provides a window into the historical moment when many American readers first awoke to Bly’s defiant eloquence. Bly’s December 27, 1967, anecdote of the aftermath of an antidraft demonstration in New York delights in the rebellious high spirits that informed protests of that era:


		

		

		Galway Kinnell, Mitch Goodman (Denise Levertov’s husband) and I were hauled away with Dr. Spock. We went with Spock first under the barricades (no good) over (no good) around—that worked—and we were all hauled off to jail in the same wagon. Once at the Criminal Courts Building, we were processed, etc. and then tossed in a cell—who should be there but Allen Ginsberg! There were 10 or 12 18 and 19 year old kids in the cell too. When Galway and I came in, they said, Now all the poets are here! Let’s have a poetry reading! So we did, and sang mantras with Allen for a while, Allen had brought his Hindu bells to jail with him, and we all had a great time, singing and chanting.


		


		

		If Tranströmer keeps more distance from the front lines of protest, he maintains a passionate critical involvement with the war and the social turmoil it has engendered in America and elsewhere. His letter of September 2, 1968, gives us a less filtered glimpse of the Soviet invasion of Czechoslovakia than was then available to most U.S. observers:


		

		

		I’ve spent a great part of the past 24 hours in front of the TV and seen tanks roll by from morning till night. I’ve been able to follow the Czechoslovakian drama from hour to hour—it has made an enormous impression here—I doubt whether you in the U.S. have experienced the events more than 25% of what the Europeans have experienced. Honorable leftists of Sonnevi’s type must be having a very hard time. Communists loyal to the party have solved the problem in a radical way by wholeheartedly condemning what’s happening—Hermansson, the party leader, requested that we recall our ambassador to the Soviet Union! (No other party has requested that.)


		


		

		Humor and politics frequently intersect, as in Tranströmer’s creative and perhap only half-jesting suggestion of August 22, 1974:


		

		

		putting [Nixon] in jail would be too easy a way to get rid of the really sad fact: that the fellow was elected by YOU, the People, by a landslide victory. I think everyone who voted for him should go to jail for three minutes (of silence) instead.


		


		

		Wit serves throughout the correspondence as a leavening agent. One can’t help smiling when Tranströmer (referring to Bly’s penchant for designating an easy matter as “duck soup”) wryly signs off as “Duck Soup Tommy.” Likewise, Bly, after indulging in predictions on the Watergate scandal, dubs himself “The Jeane Dixon of Madison.”


		Occasional playful jibes in the correspondence over which man would—or wouldn’t—win the Nobel Prize ring presciently now. On December 10, 1975, Tomas writes an acerbic account of the Italian poet Eugenio Montale’s Nobel ceremony. Maybe, Tomas suggests, Robert will get one when he’s eighty.


		At times humor masks the inevitable tensions of a long-term relationship. On January 4, 1970, Tranströmer flatly advises Bly to “give up astrology!” Tranströmer’s apologetic tone after a 1972 visit suggests a residual strain:


		

		

		Sorry to cause harm to your car—how are the brakes now? Better? As soon as I step into your car something happens...This was the main reason for not riding one of your beautiful horses, I was afraid to make it lame or something. Good that I did not burn down the chicken house.


		


		

		For his part, on March 12, 1974, Bly half-comically apologizes for what one gathers was an especially talk-heavy visit:


		

		

		After you left, I laughed and laughed to think of all the Jungian fanaticism you had been subjected to in just two or three days...At least half of what I said was absurd, so please do forgive me, forgive all of us—the Sitting Bulls of psychology.


		


		

		Among the more touching passages of the correspondence are those reflecting the intimate details of the poets’ lives, a family illness, the death of a relative, the birth of a child. After the birth of the Blys’ son Micah, the proud father writes:


		

		

		We’d like you and Monica to be the new baby’s godparents, by the way! Yes, we do! We would baptize him, if you agree, while you’re here in October, and Monica can be a godparent in absentia. Your physical duties would be light, and, spiritually, all you’d have to do is bless him every once in a while. We’d love it if you’d both agree. (May 30, 1971)


		


		

		In June, the willing godfather reports:


		

		

		Monica dreamt the other night that she (as nurse) was called to a woman to help her deliver a child. When she looked into the womb of that woman she found a deep, wide tunnel where a little boy was sitting, serious, waiting. He seemed to be between 6 months and 1 year old. Monica lifted him out but it was impossible to do the usual things you do with newborn babies with him—he seemed too grown-up. He had a very clever look. When she woke up her first association was with your new baby. Congratulations from all parts of us: ego, superego and id.


		


		

		Friendships have their rhythms and seasons, fat times and lean times. By the late 1970s we notice a decrease of frequency in the exchange of letters; by the early 1980s the era of intensive translation is over. There is less literary substance in the final decade of the correspondence, evident in the proliferation of newsy travel reports and relative paucity of discussion of poems. Tellingly, when Tranströmer’s book Det vilda torget (The Wild Market Square) appears in 1983, there is no Bly translation. By the late 1980s, the letters are dominated by talk of family and the comings and goings of the two by-now celebrated poets, with fewer glimpses into the inner workings of their poems. In a real sense, Bly and Tranströmer themselves have become family, prone also to the silences and lacunae of family relationships. Later in the 1990s, Bly will stunningly render the greatest poems in Tranströmer’s last pre-stroke volume, För levande och döda (For the Living and the Dead), for inclusion in The Half-Finished Heaven. “Romanesque Arches,” mentioned in Bly’s letter of May 3, 1989, appears to be the last poem of Tranströmer’s he translated before the stroke. Tranströmer’s appreciative response on May 14 is worth noting:


		

		

		...your translation of “Romanska bågar” seems to have the right tone. You are probably the only one among my—now rather numerous—translators who has the right feeling for this poem that embarrasses certain readers and makes others happy.


		


		

		This is hardly the first time Tranströmer has remarked on Bly’s ability to reconsititute from the Swedish original a successful poem in English. On February 13, 1974, Tranströmer pays Bly a translator’s supreme compliment:


		

		

		The good thing with your translations is that I always meet again the original emotion I felt just when the poem started. Other translators give a (pale) reproduction of the finished poem but you bring me back to the original experience.


		


		

		No doubt Bly’s translations have been a major factor in establishing a wide American readership for Tranströmer’s poems, just as Bly has played no small part in raising Tranströmer’s profile internationally, not escaping the notice of the Nobel Prize committee. Christopher Benfey wrote in the New Republic: “For me, a Nobel for Tranströmer, well deserved, is also a Nobel for his close friend, translator, and collaborator Robert Bly.”


		As for Tranströmer’s translation of Bly’s poems and their effect on Swedish and Scandinavian audiences, we can infer much from Tranströmer’s anecdote on August 11, 1970:


		

		

		In a small town where I gave a reading, one schoolboy from the audience suddenly went up and read aloud from your (mistranslated) introduction to [Krig och tystnad] and asked me about my reaction to your ideas. It was very strange to hear him start: “The great American poet Robert Bly has said that...etc.” It was in Karlskrona, in Blekinge. The therapeutic influence comes mainly from the honest and sensible effort to bring the inner and the outer worlds together—people are hungry for crossways now.


		


		

		This hunger for “crossways” on the part of both American and Swedish readers is also the engine that has driven the friendship and collaboration of Bly and Tranströmer and given us these remarkable letters. Though banked lower, the fire of that friendship has never gone out. Bly’s enthusiastic response to For the Living and the Dead hints tantalizingly that had Tranströmer not suffered his stroke, more mutual translation work might well have lain ahead. One can’t mistake the plaintive note in the final letter of the correspondence (dated April–May 1990). “Dear master and buddy,” Tranströmer begins his last message to Bly, “why do I always have to write other people than you?”






            The Book




		In the the late 1990s, the Swedish scholar and author Torbjörn Schmidt began the labor of gathering and sorting the correspondence of Tomas Tranströmer and Robert Bly for what became, in 2001, the original Swedish publication of Airmail. Working as Bly’s assistant, I was partner to the process, typing and cataloging both Bly’s and Tranströmer’s letters for our files. To the surprise, I think, of all concerned, Airmail became something of a best seller in Sweden. I remember Bly’s astonishment as he waved a half-inch-thick sheaf of reviews that had just arrived from Bonniers, the Swedish publisher. “We need to do an American edition,” he declared. I gladly accepted the job of editing a collection geared toward readers of English.


		Innocent of Swedish, I could avail myself only indirectly of Schmidt’s text; however, he proved an invaluable source of information throughout that initial editing pass. I spent a whole summer pleasurably immersed in the original documents, assembling a selection somewhat different from Schmidt’s, made even more capacious by virtue of a large cache of letters discovered after the Swedish edition had gone to press. In the end, this selection is my own work, reflective of my knowledge of its authors and my judgment of what does or doesn’t fit. The original Swedish volume contains 199 letters—this current version adds close to a hundred “new” letters, twenty or so of which were subsequently included in a Danish edition Schmidt enlarged in 2007. The present volume also includes several previously unpublished Bly translations of Tranströmer’s poems, some of them newly completed for this edition. One poem, “Conflict,” which I discovered recently in Bly’s files, makes its very first appearance in any form in these pages; it is a true find.


		I was able to edit this book successfully in large part because, amazingly, Tranströmer had written all but the first three dozen of his letters in English. Bly commissioned translations of most of the Swedish originals by Judith Moffett with the assistance of Lars-Håkan Svensson, translator of the Swedish Airmail. Interestingly, since the bulk of the correspondence was written in English, this new version of Airmail is closest to the original source documents. I have edited Tranströmer’s English very lightly, correcting only obvious mistakes and leaving intact the general flavor of his prose so that you may enjoy these letters as Bly first did.


		This new version of Airmail also is distinguished by being the first substantial publication in English of any of Bly’s voluminous personal correspondence. That makes this book even more revelatory, exhibiting a side of Bly that even his most devoted readers may not know well.


		By the end of that first summer’s editing, I had a typescript of over 550 pages. My omissions were mostly of routine notes and repetitive lists, itineraries, and so on. I also left out some material that obstructed the main narrative flow and could have confused the reader by referring to lost pieces of the correspondence. This may not be the most scholarly approach, but then this book is not only for academics, though it will certainly be of great use to them. I cared most about the readability of the conversation for the general reader with a lively interest in the multiple themes that give the dialogue between Bly and Tranströmer its unique character. The source documents or copies of them will be available to scholars and researchers for further study in Bly’s archive at the Elmer L. Andersen Library on the University of Minnesota campus in Minneapolis.


		After I had completed my preliminary edit, the manuscript of this chronicle of intelligent, generative, energetic, and irreverent friendship loitered for nearly a decade in my file cabinet, no doubt because of its highly uncommercial nature. But winds do change. On October 6, 2011, came the announcement that Tomas Tranströmer had at last won the Nobel Prize in Literature, the first time the Swedes had seen fit to so honor one of their own since Harry Martinson’s Nobel in 1974. That long-rumored and supremely deserved Nobel Prize has sparked a welcome renewal of interest in Tranströmer’s work in the United States. Long in coming but worth the wait, the volume you now hold in your hands is a happy result.


		—Thomas R. Smith




    


    

    

		A Note on the Translations and Their Presentation


		


		All of Tomas Tranströmer’s letters after April 18, 1971, were originally written in English. Three earlier letters, on August 8, 1968, June 14, 1969, and November 17, 1969, are Tranströmer’s first English letters to Robert Bly. Tranströmer’s letter of October 1, 1966, is translated by Bly. The rest of Tranströmer’s Swedish letters are translated by Judith Moffett and Lars-Håkan Svensson. They are as follows:


		May 27, 1964; September 3, 1964; March 23, 1965; October 30, 1965; December 10, 1965; January 30, 1966; March 1, 1966; April 10, 1966; April 20, 1966; June 4, 1966; July 20, 1966; September (undated), 1966; October 29, 1966; January 7, 1967; January 15, 1967; March 4, 1967; May 4, 1967; July 11, 1967; August 8, 1967; September 30, 1967; October 7, 1967; December 8, 1967; February 19, 1968; April 19, 1968; June 9, 1968; July 12, 1968; September 2, 1968; December 10, 1968; January 8, 1969; January 18, 1969; May 18, 1969; July 30, 1969; January 4, 1970; January 30, 1970 (latter section beginning “And there is a boat” originally in English); October 27, 1970.


		All poem translations are by Robert Bly except as noted. Poems in Tranströmer’s letters of April 2, 1971, and April 18, 1971, are translated by May Swenson.


		Frequently, in his early letters in Swedish, Tranströmer employed scattered English words and phrases. We were not able to indicate these occurrences of English without disrupting the flow of text, so suffice it to say that, before he began writing to Bly entirely in his friend’s language, he had already made many tentative gestures in that direction. Where either poet has used all caps for emphasis, we have retained that feature in our text.


		Where occasional excisions have been made by either Bly or Tranströmer in the interest of privacy, I have indicated discontinuities in the text with brackets enclosing dashes. They are not many, and the vast majority of the letters are included in full.


		Finally, I have not reproduced many poems referred to in the text that can be easily found in either The Half-Finished Heaven: The Best Poems of Tomas Tranströmer or in Bly’s own volumes. Several of the poems and translations that have been included are unpublished, unknown, or making their first appearances in this book. I have done my best to match these poems with their original letters. In a very few cases, I have appended poems that merited much discussion in the correspondence. Likewise, I have appended two letters postdating the correspondence that enrich our view of the enduring friendship of Robert Bly and Tomas Tranströmer.
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		April 6, 1964


		

		Dear Herr Tranströmer,


		We are sending you Vallejo and Lion’s Tail & Eyes under separate cover—and we’ll send Forty Poems Touching on Recent American History as published.


		No, The Sixties magazine is not dead. (It will never die.) #6 is the most recent issue, though. Our printer in Ireland says he will have #7 to our subscribers in about 3 weeks.


		Thanks again for all your orders with us.


		Yours sincerely,


		C. Bly


		

		

		[on same page]


		

		Dear Mr. Tranströmer,


		The air rate was so ungodly high we sent The Sixties by boat, as we did these. I have been enjoying your poems. Just before your first note came by accident, I went to the Univ of Minn library to get your Halvfärdiga himlen. Jim Wright showed me your letter mentioning that you had translated a couple of his poems. That was very kind, and you chose excellent poems. I do read Swedish, and if you’d like to send a copy of the translations to me—I’d love to see them in the first place, and will check them for any mistakes that have crept in, in the second.


		Our address from April 20th to August 20th will be


		Robert Bly


		Mill End


		Thaxted


		Essex, England.


		I’m going to send you from England a translation of your “Paret,” which I did a few weeks ago.


		Best wishes,


		  Robert Bly


		

		

		15 May, ’64


		

		Dear Tomas Tranströmer,


		Thank you for your letter, and for the translations! I must say I think the translations are excellent. I have no suggestions whatever. You have two of the best poems of J. Wright’s book in the Eisenhower poem, and the “I dag var jag so lycklig, etc.” Another one I think is awfully good is “The Undermining of the Defense Economy.”


		As for my own book, my favorite there is “Snöfall på eftermiddagen”!


		I am very surprised at how natural the lines sound in Swedish, at least in your Swedish.


		I hope that we can meet sometime this summer, fall, or winter. I will be here (in Europe) for a year all told. Until July or August, in England, then perhaps 3 months in Norway followed by three or four months in France. Surely sometime during the time in Norway I will skip over the border! For your part, if you plan to be in England or elsewhere, you are very welcome at our house (wherever it may happen to be!)


		I see lots of people translating and studying Charles Olson now. It’s part of the widespread suicidal impulse visible in all parts of the world at the present. It’s like parsing Latin, also, remarkably good for penance! There isn’t much in the Allen anthology except Gary Snyder, Robert Creeley, and Denise Levertov. Those three are genuine. Ginsberg is very intelligent, but considerably less a poet than someone like Snyder. The rest of the people are nightmarish. The Allen anthology, by the way, is the one J. Wright had in mind—he had been asked to review it—in the poem on page 36 of the Branch, “Depressed by a Book of Bad Poetry, etc.”


		Here follows a version of your poem “Paret.” You may find all sorts of mistakes here. The phrase “Sedan lyftas” I am most unsure about.


						

		The Couple




		

		They snap the light off, and its white globe glows


		an instant and then dissolves, like a tablet


		in a glass of darkness. Now a rising.


		The hotel walls shoot up into the heavenly darkness.


		

		Their love movements grow softer, and they sleep,


		but their most secret thoughts go on meeting


		like two colors that meet and run together


		on the white paper in a schoolboy’s watercolor.


		

		It is dark and silent. The city however has come nearer


		in the night. With its closed off windows. Houses arrive.


		They stand in crowded expectation considerably nearer,


		a mob of people with expressionless faces.


		


		

		All good wishes—


		  Robert Bly


		

		

		Roxtuna 27-5-64


		

		Dear Robert Bly,


		good to hear that you approve my translations! Still better that you are to visit Norway-Sweden fairly soon. Thinking about your visit, I was suddenly filled with enthusiasm. We have a large house by Swedish standards (5 rooms, bungalow) and you are welcome to stay with us. The summer will be difficult—we are expecting a baby in July and have one child already, my wife has been ill and we will have to hire some sort of help during the first months—but by September things ought to be normal again and a guest room should then be available. We are in the country here, though the situation is somewhat special—in point of fact, it’s a prison. I work as a psychologist in a facility for disturbed criminal youth, and the bungalow comes with the position. Don’t be alarmed/ frightened! Visitors generally think it an idyllic setting. It is located right outside Linköping, 22 Swedish miles south of Stockholm, near the main road between Malmö and Stockholm. A convenient place to spend the night when driving from Stockholm to Malmö or vice versa. Or you can take the train and get off at Linköping, and I can pick you up at the station. So you’ll be able to recognize me, I will be wearing a green tail-coat, a false beard, and a straw hat, and reading Nixon’s autobiography. Or perhaps some simpler arrangement could be found.


		

		[Editor’s note: The rest of this letter is missing.] 


		

		25 Aug, 64


		

		Dear Tomas Tranströmer,


		I would like some advice from you. I have been thinking of doing a little book for the Sixties Press called “Twenty Swedish Poems.” This is roughly my plan so far:


		

		Pär Lagerkvist—“In i mitt hjärtas blodiga hamn”


		Karin Boye—Stenarna (Gud hade givit oss tunga själar av sten)


		Harry Martinson:—Havsvinden


				   Cotton


				   perhaps one more


		Gunnar Ekelöf—Tionfo della Morte (Tre riddare stego ut)


				   Monolog med dess hustru


				   (Tag två extra gamla, etc.)


				   Etudes (I) (Natt och stiltje)


				   Etudes (III) (En varld ar varje manniska)


				   Svanen (I) (Jag hörde vildgässs over sujkhuset)


				   perhaps also an early one such as “blommorna sover”


		Artur Lundkvist—from Freud


		Eric Lindegren—Mannen Uten Vag #XXIX (I have doubts on this:


				      I dislike Lindegren)


		Karl Vennberg—We have all done our best


		Werner Aspenström—På kyrkogården


				   one more


		Tomas Tranströmer—Paret


				   one more


		

		

		Now I would like to have you just comment on this list. Where are the holes? Have I left out anyone extremely important or good? Do you think Lindegren should be included at all? Do you have any suggestions for the third Martinson poem I might include, or the second Aspenstrom? How about the younger ones? Is Eddegren good? I have never read a poem of his, but I hear him mentioned often. I’m most interested to see what you’ll say about this plan!


		Thank you very much for your last good letter, and forgive my long delay in answering it! Somehow I thought I had already answered it, and was astonished to see it still about. I’m bad on answering anyway. I finally wrote a little poem on it.


				

		Unanswered Letters


		

		

		Strips of August sun come in through shutters.


		Baskets of unanswered letters lie on chairs.


		Some foolish man must live here.


		


		

		[------]


		Has your new daughter come yet?!! Or son! We have two small daughters, one Mary, about 2½ (there is a poem about her in Jim Wright’s book) and a new one, Bridget, about 1¼. Do tell me how it all turned out! I will definitely come to see you some time this year. We’ll be here another month, and then we go either to Paris for three months, or Oslo for three months (we’ll go both places, but the order isn’t decided yet). So I do want to know when you will be leaving for the United States. How long will you be in that strange Goldwater-ridden nation? Is your family going along?


		There is not much to say about James Wright. As he said on the dust jacket of his Saint Judas, he has led a “bookish, uneventful” life. Of course that’s a lie, but anyway. He was born in Martins Ferry, Ohio, a steel-plant area, not far from where W. S. Merwin, Kenneth Patchen, and Jonathan Winters (our best comic for thirty years) was born. He makes his living as an English teacher (particularly of Dickens) in the colleges and universities, and absolutely refuses to teach any “creative writing” or poetry writing courses. He has refused several offers of “poet in residence” positions, when it involved such teaching; always to the astonishment of the department heads. He is married, and now divorced, with two sons. He has a wild streak in him that makes him a very ambiguous, even frightening, figure in the eyes of the academics. The reason for that uneasiness in their eyes is this: he went to Kenyon College (where John Crowe Ransom was) on a scholarship, and thereby escaped from the steelmill town. Later he took a Ph.D. at the University of Washington where Theodore Roethke was. He began writing poems in the accepted, iambic, traditional manner, which was everywhere in the 1950’s, and by many such people was considered the very best in the country in this traditional sort of poetry. Suddenly he renounced the whole thing, and began to write an utterly different sort of poetry, made of mingled streams of savagery and tranquillity. This upset the academic poets considerably, and they still haven’t recovered.


		[------]


		I hope all is well with you! I have written to Bonniers for your books (the one I was reading belonged to the Univ. of Minn library, and I don’t have it here in Europe with me), and so I hope to send you a new translation of one of your poems soon.


		with very best wishes,


		 Robert


		

		

		3-9-64


		

		Dear Robert Bly,


		Thanks for your very welcome letter, and for the poems! I’d better reply right away before three months have suddenly gone by. Naturally I too have begun to write a poem about unanswered letters (with the title “Not to Worry, I’ll Write Soon”)—it’s the insidious old telepathy at work again. But the poem never did come out anywhere; the lines I want to keep were about something completely different, namely the snails that sail forth so majestically in the August night.


		For the moment I find myself in a lovely and unaccustomed position. I started my vacation yesterday. I’ve dreamed about that vacation so much that I’d begun to believe it would never come. I’m the only one of the so-called higher officials who hasn’t been away from the INSTITUTION this summer, I’ve had to sit here “for the sake of continuity.” And this institution has resembled Cyprus. Accordingly I haven’t had the time or strength to write anything. And just when it looked as if I could, the editor of a collection of Auden’s poetry called and barked like a watchdog because I haven’t delivered any of the translations of Auden I promised. At night the baby cries. Yes! THE BABY CRIES. It went well, happily. Paula was born in the hospital at Linköping at the beginning of July and was entirely as she should be, despite all the damned uterine complications. It turned out to be a lightning-fast birth that had already started in the car. Twenty minutes after we got to the hospital the baby was born. So it was a happy summer in spite of everything.


		I’ve taken my Saab out of the stable and driven to Kolmården to be alone for a couple of days and have time to catch up with myself. (Kolmården is a woodsy tract between Ostergötland and Södermanland.) I’m sitting in an inn, writing this.


		You put some questions in your letter. I think you should let go of the ambition to do some sort of complete Swedish anthology. If you call a book “20 SWEDISH POEMS” you’ve only promised to display exactly 20 SWEDISH POEMS: twenty Swedish poems which I, Robert Bly, have found and which I think are so good that I want to translate them. How one can translate a poem one dislikes I don’t know. Let it be your anthology. It’s not possible anyway to give a representative picture of twentieth-century Swedish poetry in twenty poems. Gullberg should be included for example: he rhymes and seems almost impossible to translate. Eddegren isn’t a big name here, but if you think he’s good then translate him. Martinson should suit you and there’s an endless number of poems to choose among. Come over soon and we’ll go through several kilos of poems. I probably like Martinson best of all the Swedish poets now living. It’s hard to say how much of his greatness lies in linguistic nuances that can’t be translated. But a poet from Minnesota ought to have a decent chance.


		Some of your comments about my translation of “Snowfall” etc. arise from a groundless apprehension. PÅ SJON means “at sea” or “on the sea” [“på havet”] in everyday Swedish. That last phrase sounds “literary” and not entirely natural. It’s like this: SJO sometimes means lake, sometimes sea. If you say “en sjö” it always refers to a lake. If you say “sjön” it can also mean the ocean, particularly in such expressions as “på sjön” or “till sjöss” (cf. Eng. sea). Ordinary people, pilots and fishermen for example, don’t use the word “sea” [“hav”] at all. You should bear this in mind when you read Swedish texts.


		STRÅNA is an awkward, powerful word, entirely in the same class as CORNSTALKS. No, I don’t want to use “majsstänglarna” [corn + stalks] by reason of the fact that it brings an element of exoticism into (the Swedish) poem. Majs [corn] is something the Swedish reader has seen Disney’s cartoon characters gnawing on or possibly gnawed on themselves from tin cans. What makes translating SNOWFALL so worthwhile is that the poem will strike Swedes as completely natural—a good reader knows right away that this isn’t an interesting exotic product by some American but I have experienced this mystery for myself.


		BLEKNAR BORT means, exactly, FADE AWAY. If you like we can write TONAR BORT but that sounds a little bit “literary.” But I think it’s unnecessary. One must have a certain faith in the public’s gifts of comprehension.


		FARTYG [ship] should perhaps be changed. Not to “stomme” [framework], which God forbid, but to SKROV [hull], maybe FARTYGSSKROV [ship + hull].


		I’ll translate some more of your poems, at least 4–5. Preferably more. I hope in fact that Bonniers (our great, omnipotent publisher) will bring out an American anthology sooner or later—it’s time to be able to read Lowell, William Carlos Williams, Bly, Wright, Wilbur, Levertov and probably some others in a plump selection. Simpson disappointed me a little with his latest book, despite several good pieces. “Redwoods,” which would be right up my alley, won’t work because of the tree itself, which is wholly exotic (cf. my argument above).


		To thank you for the three poems (of which especially “Watching Television” gets me going) I’m sending you three unpublished ones of mine. “About History” is probably to some extent influenced by my work with “the poetry of the Sixties.” An attempt to write speechlines, non-rhetorical ones, and not to flinch from the political, the historical. The problem has occupied me for a long time: to write about the reality of the events surrounding us without falling into the dreary rhetorical tradition that possesses even good poets the instant they touch on anything political. They drape themselves in an attitude instead of giving form to things. It’s not just a question of taste. Rhetorical attitudes are treason.


		Are you coming here before or after the presidential election? That’s going to be a terrible night. I mean, it’s not enough that Johnson will win, he has to win by a landslide. The ghosts must be decisively defeated. I read with nervousness and astonishment in Newsweek a fairly thorough overview of the situation in state after state. Wyoming for instance is considered “SAFE” for Barry. It’s said of some other state (Maine, I think) that people there have always been Republicans and they’ll go right on being Republicans even if they’re against the current candidate. That’s what’s so incomprehensible to a European. The same men who would have voted for Nelson Rockefeller if he were the candidate, are now working and voting for Goldwater. What is a Republican? What is a Democrat? This is the secret motive for my visit to the U.S.—to try to comprehend such things. My translators (especially Eric Sellin) are organizing a few readings for me as well so that I’ll be able to earn my keep (at the university and the YMCA, no, sorry, it was the YMHA). I leave around April 1.
 

		Once again, come and visit Sweden! Monica, Marie and Paula send greetings.


		

		Your pen pal


		  Tomas T.


		

		

		23 Oct., ’64


		50 Rue Jacob


		Paris 6º


		

		Dear Tomas,


		Nå, her er vi alle i Paris! Kan man tenke om en så rar ting! We’ve been traveling about a bit, having fled from England, like the Hebrews in the dead of the night from Babylonia, and are now settled in an apartment in Paris, recovering on croissants.


		Thank you for your fine letter and for the exciting poems! Let me take up several questions in your letter in order—first, I am glad to hear that Paula has come prancing into this world, and is well, even though she cries a bit at night. It is also grand that you have some time off—how long will your vacation be? All the time until April?


		Thank you also for encouraging me to go forward enthusiastically with Martinson in my little 20 Swedish Poems, and to read a bit in Gullberg. You are right, one shouldn’t worry about covering the ground—just fall on favorite treetops, like some mad snow!


		As I expected, the comments on your translation of Snowfall were all nonsense! It is a magnificent translation—I can sense the same feeling in it—and the details brought up only show how little someone brought up in one language can know of another. I will mention details like this from time to time on other poems, I expect, but don’t even bother to answer them. Just look at them with one eye, like a bird. Only you can judge these things—all I can do is talk—look at them with one eye, and throw them away.


		Oh Goldwater is finished! Don’t worry about that! His secret is that he never wanted to be president. It is all turning out exactly as he wished. That’s why he makes so many odd blunders. (That, and the fact he has the I.Q. (intelligence) of a fairly good football player.)


		The Goldwater backers are the ambitious ones. Unfortunately their intelligence is not too strong either, proved by their choice of a man so clearly self-destructive. The best description I have seen of the group of people backing Goldwater, by the way, is the description of the “revolted masses” in Ortega y Gasset’s The Revolt of the Masses. What Ortega thought was a characteristic of a certain part of the lower classes (insistence on self, contempt of civilization) has unexpectedly turned up in America in the middle classes. 


		What a fine book that Revolt of the Masses is! One of the best books I’ve read for years. Another man I admire greatly is Groddeck. Has he been translated into Swedish?


		I must ring off now, as the English say, take off in a cloud of camel dust, as the Americans say, declare Adieu! I’ve enjoyed very much the poems you sent. That newspaper out in the weather, on the way to becoming a plant, is wonderful!


		Do write—your pen pal francais


		Roberto de Rue Jacob


			


            

            1965
		

		

		18 March, 65


		

		Dear Tomas,


		Oh I’m happy! I have nearly finished my new book! I’ve been working on it for several years, and the last months have worked like a North Dakota farmer, till late at night. Now that is over, and I am ready to travel, and talk, and here you are, going off to America! I think you said you are leaving about the first of April.


		However, our schedule is a little clearer now. We’ll be here in Paris until May 1st, then in May I’m going to pile the whole family in a car, and go down to Italy for a month. Then in early June we come up, back through Paris, and on up to Sweden to see you!


		Actually, we will be staying first at Bettna, with our old friend, Christina (Bratt) Paulston (her first husband was William Duffy, with whom I started The Sixties). She is Swedish and will be at Bettna in the summer with her family. I could therefore pop up to Roxtuna alone to see you, or I can bring my family along. We’ll let that go until we see how everything looks at the time.


		Now, suppose you aren’t back from America in June! Then we’ll postpone the Swedish trip until July. So let me know how your plans look.


		Even though I’ve been writing on poems, I’ve also been translating yours! I enjoyed Hemligheter på vägen very much, and have translated several there, “Efter Anfall” and “The Man Awakened by a Song Above His Roof” among them. I’m enclosing a first draft of “Efter Anfall” here. I’ve decided to restrict the TWENTY SWEDISH POEMS to Harry Martinson, Gunnar Ekelöf, and yourself. So each will have about 7 poems.


		I have translated 7 of yours already, and I’ve been trying to get them done so you could take them along with you to the U.S.! I should have them done in a week or so—just have tiny details left—so if you let me know when you’re leaving, I will get them up to you.


		Meanwhile I want to give you the address of Christina (Bratt) Paulston in New York. You must look her up. She will be at your reading, I’m sure, but if you are in New York for any time at all before the reading, call her, and she’ll invite you for dinner, no doubt. She is taking some graduate work in education at Columbia, and lives not too far from where your reading will be at the YMHA. Chris (married to a man named Roland Paulston) lives at 512 West 122nd Street, Apt. 102. The telephone is UN 4-6000, Extension 742. (It’s an extension because it is a building owned by Columbia University.) During the day she works at the Asian library, and her number there is UN 5-4000, Extension 2087.


		She often says that she hasn’t an ounce of poetic feeling in her, though she has more than she lays claim to. At any rate, I think you’ll enjoy seeing her.


		Your translations of “Laziness and Silence” and “Driving to Town Late to Mail a Letter” are very beautiful! They sound as though they were written in Swedish!


		And I could see from Heligheter that this mole is an old friend of yours! John Haines now also has a poem with a winged mole in it! We should gather all these mole poems.


		So I will stop now, and hope that you will write me back right away, telling me—when you leave, how long you’ll be gone, and where you are going in the U.S.! There are poets scattered all over the U.S., like magic seed, an especially heavy grouping out in the West, where James Dickey is now, at San Fernando College in California, and Louis Simpson at Berkeley.


		

		Yours always,


		Robert


		50 Rue Jacob


		Paris 6º


		

		

		First draft only


				

		After the Attack




		

		The sick boy,


		Locked in a vision


		with tongue stiff as a board.


		

		He sits with his back toward a painting of a wheatfield.


		The bandage around his jaw reminds one of embalmers.


		His glassy eyes are thick as a diver’s. Nothing has any answer


		and is grave like a telephone ringing in the night.


		

		But the painting there. It is a landscape that makes one feel peaceful even though the wheat is a golden storm.


		Blue, fiery blue sky and driving clouds. Underneath in the yellow waves 


		some white shirts are sailing: threshers—they cast no shadows.


		

		At the far end of the field a man seems to be looking this way.


		A broad hat leaves his face in shadow.


		He has evidently noticed the dark shape in the room here, maybe to help.


		

		Invisibly the painting begins to stretch and open behind the man who is sick


		and sunk in himself. It throws sparks and makes noise. Every wheathead throws off light as if to wake him up!


		The other man—in the wheat—makes a sign.


		

		He has come nearer.


		No one notices it.


		


		

		

		3-23-65


		Dear Robert,


		How pleased I was to hear from you! We’ll meet in June, then; Bettna is only an hour and a half by car from Roxtuna. It’s a beautiful first draft! Just a few details: “glassy eyes”—the boy is wearing glasses, it’s the same as briller in Norwegian; in other words EYEGLASSES


			[image: manuscript_img_2.jpg]


			 

			 “He has evidently noticed” etc. I would prefer “He seems to look at the dark shape” or something similar—you give an interpretation where my line gives a description only. In the next line “INVISIBLY” might make for a contradiction later, when the thing in the picture actually starts moving in a visible way. The seed of this contradiction is already present in the Swedish text. I am now inclined to change “imperceptibly” [“omärkligt”] to “slowly” [“långsamt”] or something of the sort. Or take it out completely?—In the last line “NO ONE NOTICES IT” is hard for me to pronounce NO-TI-TICI-CIT-CISS-ITS CIT. Can we make it shorter, like a lock clicking shut? And can we strike “it”? I’m very eager to read your translation at the poetical seances to be held at Columbia University (April 9), Univ. of Philadelphia [sic] (April 12), Univ. of Wisconsin (April 14), and Univ. of Kansas (April 20–23). I’ll probably have flown off to N.Y. in a few days, so you won’t have time to reply here. But please do so to my Philadelphia address, which looks like this:


		

		T. Transtromer


		c/o Eric Sellin


		4106 Locust Street


		Philadelphia 4, Pa


		U.S.A.


		

		

		I’ll be staying at Sellin’s house around April 2–4, and it would be good to have a letter there. If I work up enough courage I’ll probably telephone Christina Paulston in New York. Will be in touch soon. In hurry and friendship


		Tomas T.


		

		P.S. THE SIXTIES JUST CAME. THANKS!


		

		

		31 March, ’65


		Dear Tomas,


		Thank you for the letters and the translations from Ord och Bild & the fine new poem! I am enclosing here translations of 7 of your poems. The translations vary in quality, alas, and are at various stages of being finished—but I wanted to get them to you anyway while you were there, and with Eric. If you find any errors, you and Eric just change them on the spot. I’ll give them all another draft before they are published anyway, so these are more or less provisional translations.


		I feel very bad that I am not in Minnesota, & can’t greet you, and take you out to my poor old farm! But I’ve written Jim Wright & he’s going to try to arrange a reading in which you & he would read together! That would be good! Anyway, even if you can’t, he’ll write you & after you’re through at Wisconsin, you must jump on a train—it’s only 250 miles—and go up to Minneapolis. Jim will take you over to see Allen Tate—the #1 enemy of The Sixties in the U.S.—he thinks we’re as bad as Mao Tse-Tung—but he likes Jim, and Tate is sort of interesting as an


		

		[Editor’s note: Rest of letter missing] 


		

		

		8 July, ’65


		

		Dear Tomas,


		Here we are, in the old Heimat! old Bleie, whose stones have been stained by Bleie-feet for ten thousand years or so, is still here, supporting apples and cows and some taciturn Norwegians. We are in a magnificent camping place at Lofthus, with the Sørfjord under us, and those wonderful mountains with snow across the fjord. Every day or so I start plunging up the mountain, get halfway up, and then sit down in a sheep-shed for the rest of the morning.


		I just wrote Jim Wright and told him about seeing you, and your family, and your taking me to a Moose Museum! It was a wonderful visit to your house. I enjoyed meeting Monica very much. Please give her my best wishes and thanks.


		This letter got broken off, and I am finishing it in England. The trip to Norway remained moving, and now we are back in Thaxted. I’m going into London tomorrow, and hope to go out to Devon and see Ted Hughes. Then I want to go up in Wordsworth’s country, and walk for a few days.


		There’s a rather interesting article by Rexroth in the June Harper’s Magazine called The New Poetry—trying to find out what was going on among those under 35, he wrote about a dozen older poets and asked them what they thought. He has some good gags in it too, his certain peculiar pungent sarcasm.


		I found in my notebook a little poem I wrote at 4 o’clock in the morning while waiting for the ferry to take us from Germany to Denmark. I’ll put it down, as Tao Yuan Ming says, “just for a laugh.”


				

		Waiting for a Ferry in Northern Europe


		

		

		Early dawn, the wind blows around the doors of the car.


		A fat Danish bird takes short leaps on the asphalt.


		The sun makes boxes of light of the cars parked far off.


		And the trucks, leaving the customs sheds with their covered loads.


		


		

		One of the things I loved best in Sweden was that calm and grotesque St. George in the Stockholm Cathedral. You know it—the dragon’s spines and claws leap out in all directions inside the church—in some places he has evidently embedded actual reindeer horns. What I like so much is that it is not Italian. The real horseshoes on the hooves—that is instinctual and grotesque, like Dürer & Munch. That’s where health lies, I think.


		Write us soon. We’ll be here until Aug 4th, then to the U.S.A.!


		With thanks again for picking me up & taking me to your house—


		

		Affectionately


		Robert


		

		

		Roxtuna, October 30, 1965


		Dear Robert,


		the other day I finally had that roll of film we took last summer developed. I must say the portrait of you came out well—you’ll have it as soon as get another print made. The sight of the Minnesota man’s red face exalted with genius made a torrent of questions grow within us like a drumroll: WHAT HAS BECOME OF YOU? (And what has become of America—that’s something else I’d like to know.)


		

		Below you will find the first version of “The Condition of the Working Classes.” It has a certain verve in Swedish, but it’s very possible that I’ve misunderstood the words in the latter half of the poem. Correct it if I did. “Trapped” in line 1 is obviously a problem. As it stands now it is very dynamic: you really see how the poor bricks are falling into the trap. A quieter and more static version can also be imagined: “Bricks lie trapped in thousands of pale homes.”


		

		Did you know that two of your poems (“Sunday in Glastonbury” and that poem that ends with the faucet in Guatemala) appeared in translation in the the last issue of Clarté? Clarté is the reddest magazine in Sweden, even though the pro-Chinese group has been thrown out of the saddle for the time being. The translator was Lasse Söderberg, an old friend of mine. All I can say is: Welcome to the Söderberg-Tranströmer entanglement! Lasse Söderberg is two meters tall, very fair-haired and quiet, formerly a fanatical surrealist (he has LITERALLY sat at the feet of Breton). We knew each other ten years ago when we were both living in Stockholm. [------] We used to get together occasionally and talk about Life. Afterwards Lasse went to Spain and France and Algeria, married a French woman, and I went to Roxtuna. Since then we’ve only seen each other once, just to say hello. The reason I’m talking about the Söderberg-Tranströmer entanglement is that Artur Lundqvist writes article after article in which he maintains that I (that I in point of fact) have had an inhibiting effect on Lasse’s poetical development. He began as a “wild” poet, and with the years has become increasingly sober. I have sometimes almost felt a sort of guilt complex vis-à-vis Lasse, who has never really won the critics over. (He is a very good poet.) What kind of strange portent can it be that he has begun translating you?


		

		My professional life is in the process of changing. I’ve taken a leave of absence from criminal psychology and am now working half-time for PA-rådet1 in Västerås. (A town you must have driven through if you traveled between Stockholm and Oslo.) We’ll be moving there in a month. What’s good about this is that I get to work half-time and can devote more time to literature. Nowadays I’m doing psychological evaluations of people who are handicapped (physically, psychologically, or morally) with special emphasis on their ability to work. Some are also perfectly healthy people who have wound up in the wrong place. As a memorial to my time of considerably more stress and heavy responsibility at Roxtuna, here is the following poem:


				

		Under Pressure


		

		Powerful engines from the blue sky.


		We live on a construction site where everything shivers,


		where the ocean depths can suddenly open.


		A hum in seashells and telephones.


		

		You can see beauty if you look quickly to the side.


		The heavy grainfields run together in one yellow river.


		The restless shadows in my head want to go out there.


		They want to crawl in the grain and turn into something gold.


		

		Night finally. At midnight I go to bed.


		The dinghy sets out from the ship.


		On the water you are alone.


		The dark hull of society keeps on going.


		[Robert Bly translation]


		


		

		Write, man! My address till December 1 is still Roxtuna Linköping. Monica sends love.


		your friend         Tomas T.


		

		

		1 Dec., ’65


		

		Dear Tomas,


		I’m sitting in a little house in New Concord, Ohio, the house where Jim Wright’s parents live. Also born in this town was—of all people—John Glenn. Jim is upstairs, writing a poem about Sinclair Lewis. I wanted to tell you why I’ve been so close-mouthed. I’ve just finished my new book of poems! I’ve been working on it incommunicado, and just finished it on Monday. On Wednesday I left for the anti-government demonstrations in Washington. (There was a convention there too, to organize the anti-Vietnam-war groups into a national group.) So on Saturday, we all went out and paraded around the White House. It was interesting. There were 20–30,000 people, an amazing number of them 50–60 years old, also a lot of entire families pushing baby carriages. The mood was not angry, but the people seemed confident, particularly over the number of people that had come from all parts of the country. We sent two busloads, nearly a hundred people, from Minneapolis.


		The next day I went up to New York, and Monday night went to a fine reading in NY—John Logan and Galway Kinnell read. I stayed with Christina and Rolland, and yesterday morning saw Leif Sjöberg for fifteen minutes. He gave me a copy of that mad article he wrote about you, saying poetry didn’t sell, even though you dressed like a Mad. Ave executive. Sjöberg has a curious attraction to money, like the Congo natives’ attraction to crocodile meat.


		He told me of a wild issue of Ord och Bild that has enraged the King for some reason. Can you send me a copy of that? I should think the King would be getting fairly immune to outrage these days.


		Yesterday I took a bus out here to Ohio, and today Jim & I have been jabbering about Jim Dickey and you and other subjects. Jim is on a Guggenheim this year, so he doesn’t have to teach. He spent about 6 weeks with us on the farm, and now has come here for a couple of months with his parents. He’s still thinking of coming to Europe about March 1st.


		Tomorrow we’re going up to Kenyon to see John Crowe Ransom, and then I have to give a couple of readings at Cleveland Univ. & Oberlin, and so home! Jim sends his very best. He got a letter from Beatrice Roethke last week, and she mentioned meeting you in N.Y. last year.


		Let’s see what gossip I heard in N.Y. Randall Jarrell is thought not to have committed suicide, but to have been hit by a reckless driver on a lane that had no streetlights. John Logan, who has 9 children, is in the process of declaring bankruptcy. For the last two months he has been living in Oakland under the name of Leopold Bloom to get some peace from his creditors, but it hasn’t worked. Don Hall has done a fine play, made up of Frost poems, interspersed with comments from Frost letters. Christina and John Logan and I saw it Sunday. Fine thing.


		I’ve translated your poem called “After a Death,” and it looks very well. I’ll send you a copy when I get home. “Three Presidents” is about to be published in Nation, and I’ll send a copy of that too.


		Jim feels very strong now, and very happy about poetry. I am too. How wonderful to be able to live in a time when something fresh can be written! There are endless fields of flowers—many of them are black flowers—on all sides.


		Thank you for “Under tryck”! I’m going to translate that too! Could you ask Lasse Söderberg to send me a copy of Clarté? I’ll have to think a little more about “Condition of the Working Classes” before writing you, but many lines seem to me much like the English, even in tone. I have a new political poem I think you’ll like. It has Rusk, McNamara etc. gathering in the woods at night, like the Puritan witches.


		Much affection to Monica, whose fine face I remember with joy, and to you—


		

		As ever, Robert


		

		

		Roxtuna 12-10-65


		Dear Robert,


		thanks for your letter, which cheered me up. That march on the White House assumes even more personal import for me, when I hear that not only Doctor SPOCK (who has contributed to my children’s care from afar), but also you, were in it. The event was covered in the papers here as well, though they dwelt a good deal on the fact that the bus drivers were unhappy about having to drive so many bad Americans around. The picture that ran with the story was the same in all the papers—it showed a Rockwell Nazi going around passing out free gasoline and matches. The coverage somehow implied that the demonstration had been one of peaceful strength, which warmed many hearts over here.


		My life will undergo a brutal change next week, when I move to Västerås. Here is my new address: Infanterigatan 144 Vasterås Sweden. All through the fall I’ve been working two days a week in Västerås and then driving back here. Winter has arrived abominably early, which has meant a constant sliding hither and thither on ice-covered roads, in snow and fog. For me it will be nice to move, but Monica is sentimentally attached to the bungalow here. Then too, I’ll have economic problems. The new job is only half-time, which as you can figure out pays only half a salary. The idea is that I’ll have time to finish my book, and that it will come out in 1966. I’ve already begun to be in debt, but not yet so deeply as to think of moving somewhere under the name of Leopold Bloom.


		

		

		12-14


		The day before moving day. They’ve given a speech for me—the representative of the guards’ union spoke for his staff, and it emerged that I “have always shown understanding concerning the problems of the personnel.” The inmates have been nice too. Monica is moved to tears by the farewells of the children’s playmates. It’s terribly cold and snowdrifts obscure the view in all directions. The snow is utterly blue. I wander around, shaking hands.


		

		12-18


		Established in Västerås. Every time I sit down, I get out this wrinkled sheet of paper to finish my letter to you. Yesterday I saw Ho Chi Minh on TV. An English reporter (who incidentally was the brother of Graham Greene!) interviewed him, and Ho read his answers from a piece of paper. He seemed moth-eaten, unassuming and imperturbable. I see in the papers where a poll has revealed that more than one in three Americans wants atomic weapons to be used in Viet Nam immediately. My God, one in three. You ride an elevator with three Americans and one of them wants nukes to be used immediately.


		

		Changing the subject, I can’t find any copies of that issue of Ord & Bild you inquired about. Naturally it’s sold out. It must have been the notorious SEX-issue. Deathly serious essays on pornography, illustrated with girls out of porn magazines. I have a hard time believing that the king was furious—the story must have been edited for the American public. It’s not entirely out of the question though, the king is one of the financial benefactors of that venerable magazine.


		

		What I have to do now is get going with the poems again. I’m so glad Jim Wright is in good shape. It would be great if he could send me a cartload of poetry again, as testimony that the ground is still fertile and that everything in the world doesn’t come wrapped in plastic. I read the Eisenhower poem in Norrköping last fall, as an illustration of how political poetry ought to sound, by contrast with all the damned rhetoric—it was at a recital, as a matter of fact. I’ve had another reading also, at the University of Stockholm. That one cheered me up a good deal, since four times as many people came as the organizers had planned for—most of them had to stand up for three hours in tropical heat (the ones who fainted were allowed to remain lying down). The organizers made a lot of money for the university by selling cold beer at the event.


		

		Otherwise I’ve nothing to brag about. Merry Christmas, let’s hear from you, and send poems to these arctic regions.


		Love from Monica


		    Tomas T.


		  

	
The Swedish Council for Personnel Administration.
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