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Abstract

“Melodies that speak vivaciously and earnestly”: Music as a translated medium in Eeva-Liisa 
Manner’s poetry

In my paper translation is understood in terms of intermediality. Intermediality is associated with the 
blurring of traditionally ascribed generic and formal boundaries, and the presence of one or more 
media in the space and form of another medium. There is a stress on signifying processes which 
involve a plurality of discourses and contacts as well as a concern with texts’ encounters  and 
translations of their own semiotic ‘others’: the visual, graphic, plastic, or spatial arts.  Kibédi Varga 
(1989) and Hans Lund (2002) have divided the possible relations between linguistic and visual signs 
within a single work of art (e.g., literary text) into three categories:  combination, integration, and 
transformation; transformation is my primary interest. In this area, one finds media that represent or 
refer to other media, which are indirectly present for the reader, listener, or viewer. For example, a 
text gives a detailed account of the visual field in the landscape as if it were a two-dimensional framed 
picture. Another example of transformation is a poem whose linguistic structure imitates of otherwise 
refers to musical structure (sonata form, polyphony) or a certain piece of music, J.S. Bach’s fugue, for 
example. Werner Wolf’s study (1999) provides outlines of a general theory of intermediality and its 
fundamental forms, in which a more specialised theory of the musicalisation of literature and a 
typology of the forms of musico-literal intermediality are embedded. According Werner Wolf’s 
typology, Indirect intermediality can be defined as the participation of at least two conventionally 
distinct media in the signification of an art work in which only one medium appears directly with its 
typical or conventional signifiers and hence may be called the dominant medium, while another one 
(the non-dominant medium) is indirectly present within the first. 

Music as a transformed medium can be present in a dominant medium (literary text) in Eeva-Liisa 
Manner’s texts in several ways. Music is an especially important inspiration for her works, judging by 
the sheer number of poems with paratextual, intertextual, referential, thematic, imitative, or some 
other form of musical presence. Several titles of her poems refer to music, such as: “Kontrapunkti I–
II” / “Counterpoint I–II,” “Bach,” ”Omistus Webernille” / “Dedication to Webern,” Kunnianosoitus 
Wilhelm Friedemann Bachille / “Homage to Wilhelm Friedemann Bach,” and “Kromaattiset tasot” / 
“Chromatic levels”. In her essay, “The Modernist poem” (1957), Manner sees her own modernist 
poetics of writing analogous to J.S. Bach’s music. Especially inspiring are, according to Manner, the 
contrapuntal structures of Bach’s fugues. In Manner’s texts the counterpoint is, at the same time, a 
compositional technique and a philosophical stance. From the formal point of view, the thematic and 
formal aspects intertwine in her musicalised poems. There is often a philosophical and contemplative 
line of thought; a melodic fragment, so to speak, heard alone, makes a particular impression, but when 
the fragment is heard simultaneously with other melodic ideas, or combined in unexpected ways with 
itself (as in a canon or fugue), greater depths of meaning are revealed. Through development of a 
musical idea, the fragments become greater than the sum of the parts, something conceptually more 
profound than a single line of thought or idea.


