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Song translation has been a major practice in popular music during the Twentieth Century. 

Until Mid-Century practically every foreign song published in specific regions were translated 

into the language spoken. The songs were distributed through the international music publisher 

network. Typically a regional publisher gained the rights to publish ‛translated‛ versions of a 

given song without any restrictions concerning the semantics of the text and send in on to a 

professional song lyricist. This system was professionalized in Europe during the 1960’s, and 

not least in the Scandinavian countries songs from all over Europa were recorded in the 

national languages. Due to a complex of technological, organizational and not least ideological 

reasons the amount of songs being translated decreased to a minimum during de last decades 

of the Century.  

In this paper I will focus on the use of phonetic translation in popular music and the importance 

of singability and sound before semantics. As the writers often has had no obligations to 

reproduce the meaning of the original text, singability has traditionally been most important 

criteria when translating popular music. Following this, translating the sound of the words 

rather than the meaning of the text has been a major practice. Mostly evident this has been the 

case of several Scandinavian versions of originally Italian songs, as the translators didn’t know 

the language in which the song translated originally was sung. Especially in the 1950’s and 

1960’s, when the source material was delivered in recorded form rather than written, the writers 

often they ‚translated‛ sounds rather than words. The use of phonetic translation in popular 

music ranges from single sounds to full sentences. Using a number of cases it will be 

demonstrated how phonetic translation has been used widely in different ways, and not least 

what happens when phonetic aspects are being neglected in attemps to translate the semantic 

meaning of the text.   
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