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We’re very excited to share with you, in
premiere at National Translation Month,
Claudia Serea’s interview with Matthew
Landrum, the translator of The Lonesome
Savior (Cold Hub Press, New Zealand,
2015) by the Faroese poet Agnar
Artúvertin. In Landrum’s own words,
“Artúvertin’s topics include prostitution,
homosexuality, drug use, alcohol abuse,
political corruption, child abuse, and
mental illness. These are hot-button issues
and he deals with them in ways that are
often strange, surreal, and satirical. Even
word choice can be a political statement in
Faroese and he sprinkles English and
Danish into his work, flying in the face of
official government language.” We hope
you’ll enjoy reading this fresh and
audacious poet for the first time translated
in English.
—Claudia Serea and Loren Kleinman

1. How do you decide which poems or poets to translate? Do you have favorite poets that
you like to translate?
In the case of Agnar Artúvertin, I chose just a few poems out of his body of work to make
this chapbook. This is the easiest approach to translation – selecting only pieces that
speak to me. On more recent projects with a different Faroese poet, I translated a whole
book. This is much harder as I had to slog my way through poems that I didn’t see an
immediate solution to.
As for favorites, Federico García Lorca is my go-to poet to translate. But with him, I do
free translation, imitation, hijacking – think Pound’s homage to Propertius which
includes a ludicrously and wonderfully anachronistic fridgidaire. These are poems with
Lorca (who was assassinated in the Spanish Civil War) for a starting point and cover

recent wildfires in California, the cross-border journey of an undocumented worker, and
this summer’s spectacular flowering of the Atacama Desert in Chile.
2. How would you characterize the relationships that are created – your relationships
with the poems and with the original poet?
The relationships with the poets vary. Jóanes Nielsen (the poet I’ve been recently
translating) and I met for the first time after I had all but finished his manuscript. Agnar
and I walked through his poems together, step by step. So much depends on so much.
3. Do you try to stay true to the poem, in terms of denotations, connotations, tone,
imagery, lines, rhythms? What are the challenges a translator faces? What do you
understand your primary jobs and/or goals to be when translating a poem? Does this
ever conflict with someone else, or with a poem itself?
When translating, one is portraying a translated version of the poet. This is especially true
with this book. As mentioned, it’s a brief selection of poems taken from the published
and unpublished work of prolific writer. My vision of Artúvertin is set out for the reader
both in how I translate and what I translate. I think of him as a Faroese Bukowski and this
comes through. He doesn’t agree with this comparison (though I’m not the first to make
it). And my idea of this book about a Lonesome Savior being a New Testament to his Old
Testament volume of poetry The Return of Jehova is only my idea. He’s been very
generous about these differences in opinion and interpretation.
4. What is lost in translation? What is gained?
Translation is impossible. Something is always lost and something always gained. I say
the original writer is what is lost and the translator is what is gained. Reading my
translations means reading me. It means getting word choices based on my particular way
of speaking, getting meanings based on my understanding of them, getting everything
tinted through Landrum-colored glasses. It’s inevitable.
5. Can you give an example of an "untranslateable" word or phrase, and tell our readers
how you brought it into English?
I had a devil of a time translating a German alphabet poem by Katharina Müller a few
years ago. She had used the word “zuhause,” meaning “home,” for the Z word. The
German meant something like “I’m back where I started – home” and there’s a sense that
everything has circled in on itself without bringing resolution. The problem with
translating that meaning and using that word within the alphabetical constraints: there is
no word in English for “home” (or anything close) to it that starts with a Z. Believe me, I
read the entire Z section of the Oxford English Dictionary. So my solution was to invent

a line that (hopefully) did justice to the original. I wrote, “I’ve come home empty-handed
– zip, zilch, zero.”
6. In what ways does your work as a translator affect your view of the world?
Another language is another way of seeing the world – each has its priorities, emphases,
and syntaxes. They matter. Translating and reading translation brings this sight or at least
a glimpse of it. With Faroese, I’ve learned to think differently about the weather. The
expression about having a lot of words for one thing shouldn’t be about Eskimos and
snow but the Faroese and fog.
7. How and why did you decide to translate The Lonesome Savior by Agnar Artúvertin?
Why is his poetry controversial? Who is the lonesome savior?
The Faroes Islands are a conservative place, at least by Scandinavian standards. They are
also a highly political place. Artúvertin’s topics include prostitution, homosexuality, drug
use, alcohol abuse, political corruption, child abuse, and mental illness. These are hotbutton issues and he deals with them in ways that are often strange, surreal, and satirical.
Even word choice can be a political statement in Faroese and he sprinkles English and
Danish into his work, flying in the face of official government language.
8. Do you have a few favorite poems from this book that you could share?
THE LONESOME SAVIOUR
Prometheus stole firewater
from the rich and gave it to the poor.
Pursued by the law, he fled
to the mountains
where he pickled his liver
with Eagle Rare whiskey.
POEM ABOUT THE BODY
The head isn’t at issue here but the body: the body
which contains everything in its nerve and vein; the body
that swallows hell and earth whole; the body
whose chemical lure tricks the mind into thinking; the body
which confounds the mazelogic of guinea pigs and rats; the body
where rest the roots of the poetic sublime; the body
of bodily experience from whence ooze all viscosities of the body –
semen, blood, bile, lymph, beauty too. It takes a body

conflating imagination and experience to make a body
of literature. So be grateful and worship the body.
9. Do you have any advice for the young translators just starting out? What should they
do? What should they avoid?
Just jump in. Have fun with it. It’s fine to do imitations or experimental versions – just
call them what they are and give credit wherever credit is due. When it comes to making
a poem new in English (or any language) through translation, pursue the soul of the
poem. There’s a lot of discussion in translation studies about fidelity and literalness in
translation but I have to give the same advice as Laertes in Hamlet: this above all, to thine
own self be true.

10. What's next?
Looking for a publisher for Bridges of Ravenous Words by Jóanes Nielsen. Tupelo Press’
30/30 challenge in February. Finishing my experimental Lorca chapbook. A trip to the
Faroes in August.

A Faroese poet and translator with 28 books to his name, Agnar Artúvertin lives in
Tórshavn in the Faroe Islands. A selection of his work translated into Irish, entitled
Ifreann, was published by Coiscéim, Dublin, in 2012.

Matthew Landrum’s translations have appeared in numerous journals including
Modern Poetry in Translation, Asymptote, and Rhino Poetry. He is the poetry editor
for Structo and lives in Detroit.
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