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When it comes to the singable translation of music lyrics, the syllable is central, basically 

because it corresponds to one musical ‘beat’. In a given source text, syllables will be distributed 

according to a pattern that more or less corresponds to the rhythmical pattern of the music; 

sometimes closely mirroring it, other times leaving considerable leeway for the vocalist in 

determining how to deploy the given number of syllables across the song’s rhythmical pattern. 

In either case, the choices made with respect to the syllable pattern in writing as well as in 

performing will make a considerable impact on the song’s identity. When translating a song 

there will be semantic considerations, or restrictions concerning the differences between 

languages (in particular differences to do with word stress), that may make the syllable 

structure of the target text depart more or less from that of the source text. This will obviously 

have rhythmical repercussions, which is what I aim to explore in this paper. I look at the works 

of three Scandinavian ‘singer-translators’1 – Steffen Brandt, Caroline af Ugglas, and Kjell Inge 

Torgersen – translating and performing songs by Bob Dylan, Janis Joplin and Sting, respectively. 

I chart and compare their strategies in translating and performing these songs, focusing on how 

syllable patterns are tackled. In cases of divergence in syllable patterns between original and 

translation, I also try to identify potential reasons for the divergence (semantic, syntactic, or 

idiosynchratic), as well as any compensatory techniques used by the artist in performance. An 

overall assessment will then be made of the ‘rhythmical equivalence’ between the two versions 

of the song (original and translation), in each of the three cases. 

 

                                                             
1 The term ‘singer-translator is used here for translators that perform their own translated material vocally. 
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