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Abstract 
This study investigates the use of different strategies for translating puns in Alice’s 

Adventures in Wonderland. The material chosen for this study consist of the two 

Swedish translations by Nonnen (1870/1984) and Westman (2009). Six puns were 

selected for the analysis which greatly relies on Delabastita’s (1996) eight strategies for 

translating puns, and Newmark’s (1988) translation methods. The analysis shows that 

Westman empathises with the readers of the TT while Nonnen empathises with the ST. 

This entails that Westman tends to use a more ‘free’ translation and is more inclined to 

adapt the ST puns to make them more visible for the readership of the TT. The priority 

for Nonnen, on the other hand, is to remain faithful to the contextual meaning of the ST. 

Paradoxically, to be faithful to the ST does not necessarily entail that the translator 

respects the semantic aspects of the ST, but that they adapt the culture of the ST to 

better fit the cultural and linguistic framework of the TL. Since Westman adapts the ST 

puns so that they are still recognised by the reader of the TT, her translation appears to 

be more suitable for the TL readership than Nonnen’s.  
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Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland, puns, source language, source text, target language, 
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1 Introduction 
 
“Mine is a long and sad tale!’ said the Mouse, turning to Alice and sighing. ’It is a long 

tail, certainly,’ said Alice, looking down with wonder at the Mouse’s tail; ‘but why do 

you call it sad?” (Carroll 1958:32) 

 

Lewis Carroll’s (1865) novel Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland – one of the most well-

known children’s novels of all time – has captured readers’ interests for a hundred and 

fifty years (Aliceinwonderland [www]). Carroll’s Alice enters Wonderland, a strange 

place without conventional rules and absurd characters, such as the Hatter, the Red 

Queen, and the Cheshire Cat. However, it is not only the inhabitants of Wonderland that 

seem odd and nonsensical, but the absurdity is reflected in Carroll’s writing: the 

illogical conversations, the riddles, and the wordplay.  

Wordplay, also known as puns, is a special form of humour that exploits the 

phonetic similarity between two words to create purposeful ambiguity, as illustrated by 

example (1) (Cruz 2015:471).  

 

(1) Atheism is a non-prophet organization. 

 

Puns are often recognised as the “lowest form of humour”. However, as Lems (2013:26) 

points out, it is necessary to have a profound understanding of language, not only to 

create a pun but to understand it. The audience needs to detect the pun’s weirdness or 

illogicalness for it to achieve its humorous effect (Cruz 2015:470).  

For years, the structure of the pun has intrigued scholars, who have studied the 

usage and function of puns in different contexts (Cruz 2015: 469). Schröter (2005: 1) 

states that puns have a communicational function in a text, and since puns exploit the 

properties of a particular language, they are considered “to pose a formidable challenge 

to translators.” 

According to Schröter (2005: 96), Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland is one of the 

most popular novels among researchers studying translations of language-play or 

wordplay. Schröter (ibid) explains that the reason for this novel being such a coveted 

novel among researchers is due to Carroll’s extensive use of wordplay and other textual 

phenomena in the novel. Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland has been translated into 

over 175 languages (aliceinwonderland150 [www]), and in Swedish there are ten 

different translations of the novel.  
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Even though the novel has been approached by several Swedish translators, there 

seem to be a sparse number of analyses of these translations. Platzack (1983) has carried 

out an analysis of six translations of Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland. However, his 

analysis focuses on general translation problems a translator might encounter, and not 

necessarily on the challenge of translating the wordplay, poems, rhymes, and other 

textual phenomena in the text. Further research has been carried out by Lundsgård 

(2013). His study analyses the translation of wordplay in Alice’s Adventures in 

Wonderland where he focuses on the translation of the puns in the ninth chapter in the 

novel.  

This study does not only take the challenge of translating wordplay into account, but 

also the translators’ general translation strategies, since the general translation approach 

can determine how the puns are translated into Swedish.     

 

1.1 Aim, scope and research questions 

The aim of this study is to analyse the translation of puns from English to Swedish in 

Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland, and compare two Swedish translations: the most 

recent translation by Christina Westman (2009) and the first translation by Emily 

Nonnen (1870/1984). In addition, the translation strategies used by the translators are 

determined to understand the approach the translators take when translating the puns. 

The following research questions are asked to achieve the aim: 

• How do the two translators tackle the difficulties of translating the puns? 

• What translation strategies do the translators use? 

• What differences and similarities are there between the two Swedish 

translations?  

This investigation cannot generalise the translation of puns from English to Swedish, 

since the translation of puns requires a lot of creativity and it highly depends on the 

individual work of the translator.  

 
2 Theoretical background 

  
2.1 Definitions and classifications of puns 
In order to analyse the puns used in the novel and its two Swedish translations, it is 

necessary to analyse the nature of a pun, to outline a definition, as well as to understand 

the restrictions and classifications of a pun.  
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2.1.1 Defining puns 

Generally, a pun can be defined as a special form of humour that exploits the phonetic 

similarity between two words to create purposeful ambiguity (Cruz 2015:471). Its 

humorous effect relies on the similarity between words which are either semantically or 

etymologically unrelated; the difference between the two meanings creates a conflict or 

breaks the recipient’s expectation of the text which creates a comical effect, as 

illustrated in (2) (Cruz 2015:470). 

 

(2) I am on a seafood diet. Every time I see food, I eat it. 

 

However, there are different opinions on how a pun should be defined and classified 

(Schröter 2005:56). One detailed definition of puns is given by Delabastita (1996: 128): 

 

Wordplay is the general name for the various textual phenomena in which 

structural features of the language(s) used are exploited in order to bring about a 

communicatively significant confrontation of two (or more) linguistic structures 

with more or less similar forms and more or less different meanings. (Original 

italics) 

 

However, according to Schröter (2005: 156), the definition that Delabastita has 

provided is insufficient and too vague to distinguish puns from other types of textual 

phenomena such as rhymes and alliteration1. Schröter (ibid) explains that it is of great 

importance to differentiate between these phenomena, since the primary focus of puns is 

the competition or confrontation between meanings which provide an alternative and 

ambiguous reading within a given context; this misleading ambiguity is not present in 

rhymes, half-rhymes2, or alliteration (Schröter 2005:157). However, according to 

Delabastita (1997:5 in Schröter 2005: 158) there are grey zones when trying to 

distinguish wordplay from other textual phenomena, and Schröter (ibid) adds that it is 

not always clear “whether two lexical items stand in a punning relationship.” 

Partington (2009: 1795) points out that “all verbal puns are based upon the same 

fundamental mechanism: they are plays on sounds, or rather, on the resemblance 

                                                
1 Alliteration is the textual phenomena that occurs when a series of connected or adjacent words starts 
with the same syllable or sound. (oxforddictionaries [www]) 
2 A rhyme in which the ending consonants, but not the preceding vowel sound, of stressed syllables are 
identical (literarydevices ([www]) 
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between two sets of sequences of sounds” (original italics) Moreover, Partington (ibid) 

stresses that “ambiguity in itself is not a sufficient condition for punning” and that the 

potential existence of a word with two meanings does not automatically make it a pun 

(ibid). As Schröter (2005:158) explains, a punster has to purposely exploit linguistic 

features of a language to create ambiguity. In other words, the creator of the pun alters 

features of the provided context of an utterance to force a second reading, example (3) is 

provided by Partington (2009: 1976).  

 

(3) A: John found a shell on the beach. (Where shell means ‘‘discarded marine 

carapace’’) 

B: That’s a coincidence. Yesterday, I found a hand grenade. (Forcing shell to mean 

‘‘artillery round’’) 

 

Schröter (2005:159) states that for ambiguous items to be considered part of a wordplay 

they need to fulfil the following criteria: (a) the context needs to permit more than one 

possible interpretation; (b) there needs to be a conflict between meanings; (c) the 

ambiguity needs to be intentional, or at least believed to be intentional. Moreover, 

Partington (2009:1796) describes the process of turning non-punning discourse into a 

punning discourse as “witful intervention”. Partington (2009: 1795) states that a punster 

needs to deliberately manufacture or point out the ambiguity in a given context, as can 

be seen in example (3) above.  

 

2.1.2 Classifying puns  

Schröter (2005:160) explains that while all puns share significant features which make 

it possible to place them in a relatively homogenous group, there still exist numerous 

differences between them. As explained in Section 2.1.1, a pun exploits linguistic 

features with similar structures but with different meanings to create ambiguity.  

Since this thesis uses Delabastita’s (1996: 132) typology of puns, his definitions of 

how to define and categorise puns are used. Delabastita (1996: 128) has specified the 

relation between linguistic similarities in terms of homonymy (identical spelling and 

sound), homophony (different spelling, identical sound), homography (identical 

spelling, different sounds), and paronymy (a slight difference in both spelling and 

sound). Schröter (2005: 168) bases his categorisation of puns on the same division as 

Delabastita, although he adds a fifth category: polysemy. The distinction between 
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homonymy and polysemy is hard to make. One could say that homonymy exists when 

two distinct lexemes “accidently” happen to share the same form. As seen in example 

(4) (Krifka 2001: 1). Polysemy, on the other hand, refers to the existence of several 

meanings for a single word, as illustrated in example (5) (ibid). 

 

(4) A. Drop me a line when you are in Boston. 

B. We built a fence along the property line 

(5) Bank:  

A: Specific institution. 

B: Building that houses the institution. 

C: The type of the institution. 

 

The three different meanings of the noun bank can be combined in a sentence such as 

(6) below. However, the two nouns line and line in (4) cannot be combined in a 

sentence such as (6), because there are no shared origins between the two nouns. 

 

(6) John used to work for the bank that you are visiting. 

 

Delabastita (1996: 128) further makes the distinction between vertical and horizontal 

wordplay. Depending on how the components of the pun are arranged in the text 

fragment, they are either vertical or horizontal. In a vertical pun, the components are 

represented within the same portion of text, and the ambiguous meaning must be 

triggered by a given context. In horizontal wordplay the components of the pun appear 

one after another, and it is the repetition of the components that trigger the ambiguous 

meaning (Delabastita 1996: 129). Based on these distinctions, Delabastita (1996: 128) 

has designed a grid which can work as a typology of puns, as illustrated in Table 2.1.2 

below. 

 

Table 2.1.2 Delabastita’s typology of wordplay (1996:128) 
 Homonymy Homophony Homography Paronymy 
Vertical Pyromania: a 

burning passion 
Wedding belles MessAge 

[name of mid-1990s 
rap band] 

Come in for a faith lift 
[slogan on church] 

Horizontal Carry on dancing 
carries Carry to the 
top 
[article on 
ambitious young 
dancer named Carry 

Counsel for Council 
home buyers 

How the US put US 
to shame 

IT’s G.B. for the 
Beegees 
[article on pop band 
touring Britain] 
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2.2 Translation studies  

Munday (2008: 5) states that the academic discipline, today known as, translation 

studies has only been recognised as an academic subject in the past sixty years. He 

explains that even if the practice of translating goes far back in recorded history, it was 

not until the second half of the twentieth century that the study of the field developed 

into an academic discipline (Munday 2008: 7).  

The main concern for a translator, as explained by Newmark (1988: 19), is to 

determine which method of translation to use. Rune Ingo (2007: 15) states that the 

translated text should aim to express the same objective as the source text (henceforth 

ST) in a pragmatic, stylistic, semantic, and grammatically correct manner. Furthermore, 

the translator needs to bear in mind situational factors such as the intention of the text, 

the cultural context of the text, and the recipients of the text (Ingo 2007: 15f). Ingo 

(2007: 20) explains that a translator should be able to produce a translated text that 

works well within the cultural framework of the target language (henceforth TL). He 

(2007: 21ff) presents four basic aspects of translation that, if followed, should result in a 

successfully translated text: the grammatical aspect, the stylistic aspect, the semantical 

aspect, and the pragmatic aspect.  

Newmark (1988: 22f) proposes two general translating methods that are suitable for 

any text. The communicative translation (TL oriented translation) and the semantic 

translation (SL oriented translation). The communicative method is concerned with 

creating the same effect on the TL readers as was created for the readers of the ST; 

while the semantic translation tries to reconstruct the exact contextual meaning of the 

ST within the semantic and syntactic framework of the TL. Newmark (1988: 67) states 

that “[t]he delicate relationship between aesthetic value and semantic truth requires a 

full-scale discussion when translation and the expressive function of language are 

considered”. He explains that “semantic truth is cardinal” in a text while aesthetic 

factors are likely to recede in importance when translating a text (ibid). Ingo (1991: 38) 

explains that the hardest task for a translator is to translate a text that in itself carries an 

aesthetic value, and whose form is just as important as its content, such as poems, prose, 

rhymes, and puns. Ingo (1991: 39) states that it is near to impossible to translate a pun 

without losing either its form or content. However, while it is true that translation of 

puns is a challenge and requires a lot of creativity, it is not impossible (Delabastita 

1996: 134). 
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2.3 Translation strategies 

According to Newmark (1988: 45) a central problem of translation is whether to 

translate literally or freely. Newmark (1981) outlines eight different methods for 

translating texts; however, he points out that only two of these methods: semantic 

translation and communicative translation, mentioned in Section 2.2, fulfil the two 

criteria of translation: economy and accuracy (Newmark 1981: 47). Newmark (1981: 

45) presents the following flat v-gram to clarify the relation between the different 

methods:  

 

 
(Newmark (1981: 45) 

 
As can be seen from Newmark’s (ibid) flat v-gram, semantic translation focuses on the 

contextual meaning of the ST, while the communicative translation concentrates on the 

target text (henceforth TT). As described by Newmark (1981: 45f), the most basic 

method for translating a text which focuses on the ST, is the word-for-word translation. 

The words are translated out of context and are replaced with the nearest grammatical 

item of the TL (Munday 2008: 29). A semantic translation, however, aims to replicate 

the precise contextual meaning of the ST within the grammatical framework of the TL. 

Moreover, semantic translations are more flexible than faithful translations or literal 

translations, in that it takes the aesthetic value of the text into account, and allows the 

translator to compromise meaning to preserve, for example, language play (Newmark 

1981: 46f).   

In contrast to ST-emphasised translations, adaption and free translation are the 

‘freest’ form of communicative translation (ibid). The idiomatic translation reproduces 

the message of the ST but tends to overuse idioms and colloquialism where it is not 

needed (Newmark 1981: 47). Moreover, the communicative translation tries to preserve 

the contextual meaning of the ST while translating both the content and the language so 

that they are comprehensible to the readership of the TT (ibid).  

Munday (2008: 44) states that a semantic translation has to be ‘loyal’ to the author 

and that the norms of the SL need to be replicated in the TT. On the other hand, a 
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communicative translation respects the ST’s form but overrides the ‘loyalty’ to the 

norms of the TT. Therefore, it can be said that Newmark’s translation methods are 

either written “at the author’s linguistic level” or “at the readership’s” (Newmark 1981: 

47). 

 

2.4 Puns in translation 

Schröter (2005: 104) points out that normally, “[t]ranslation between different 

languages is usually not problematic as long as there are TL items that can be used to 

cover the meanings of the SL items”. However, when some sort of language play, such 

as puns, are present in the text, the linguistic form of the SL is exploited and 

consequently both the form and the meaning of a pun can seldom be transferred to the 

TT (ibid). Schröter (2005: 111) points out that the general idea among scholars is that a 

text should be translated according to its entirety instead of translating words or 

sentences one-by-one. However, Schröter (2005: 112) explains that language play 

“rarely stands in a relationship of strong interdependence with the form and content of 

other […] segments of text.” Therefore, translators often use specific translation 

strategies when translating puns instead of relying on general translation methods. 

Moreover, if the general belief is that the TT should serve the same purpose as the 

original text, Schröter (2005: 111) points out that the translator’s aim is to produce a 

text with an equivalent number of puns as was used in the ST.  

Low (2010: 60) argues that when translating puns, the main objective is to transfer 

the joke, and not necessarily to use the exact same linguistic structure as the original. 

Low (ibid) further explains that one joke “can exist in 10 different guises.” Then, the 

main challenge is to translate the pun so that it becomes recognised as humour by the 

recipients of the TT (ibid). According to Delabastita (1996: 134) the belief that 

wordplay is untranslatable originates from the fact that people are reluctant to approve 

of translations which do not reach their expectations of equivalence. He further explains 

that it is true that puns are seldom translated without substantial modifications. 

Nevertheless, Ingo (2007: 76) states that it is every translator’s responsibility to 

preserve the style of the text. Puns carry aesthetic value which means that the omission 

of puns in the TT can change the stylistic value of the ST. Delabastita (1996: 134) has 

created eight strategies that can be used when translating puns (see Appendix I for the 

original explanations): 

• Pun  pun: The ST pun is translated by a TL pun.  
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• Pun  non-pun: the pun is rendered by a non-punning phrase which may keep 

the original sense of the wordplay but not its ambiguous structure.  

• Pun  related rhetorical device: the pun is replaced by a rhetorical device such 

as repetition, rhyme, alliteration, irony, or paradox, to recapture the effect in the 

ST. 

• Pun  zero: the portion of the text containing the pun is omitted. 

• Pun  pun TT: the pun is reproduced in its original formulation, i.e. the pun is 

not actually translated. 

• Non-pun  pun: the translator inserts a pun in a text fragment that did not 

originally contain wordplay.  

• Zero  pun: new textual material which contains pun(s) is added. 

• Editorial techniques  complementary solutions to translating the pun such as 

explanatory footnotes or endnotes.  

Delabastita (1996: 134) states that it is possible to combine these techniques when 

translating wordplay. In addition, Delabastita (1996: 135) points out that “the only way 

to be faithful to the original text (i.e. to its verbal playfulness) is paradoxically to be 

unfaithful to it (i.e. its vocabulary and grammar).”  

 

3 Material and method 
3.1 Material 

The primary material of this study is the novel Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland (285 

pages) written by Carroll, and its two Swedish translations: Alice’s Äfventyr i 

Sagolandet (184 pages), translated by Nonnen and Alice i Underlandet (191 pages), 

translated by Westman.  

Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland was chosen as an ST for this thesis due to Carroll’s 

extensive use of wordplay. The translations were chosen based on their publication 

dates; Nonnen’s translation was first released in 1870, and almost 140 years later, in 

2009, Westman’s edition was released. Since language is not a constant entity, but it is 

always changing, a comparison between the translation methods used by Westman and 

Nonnen would surely lead to an interesting study.  
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3.2 Method 

This is a qualitative study that carries out an in-depth analysis of puns. This entails that 

a small number of puns were chosen for this study and that several puns in the novel are 

not included in this study. Moreover, the selection of the puns was based on their 

structure; only horizontal puns based on homophony (different spelling, identical 

sounds) were analysed. As explained in Section 2.1.2, the components of a horizontal 

pun are presented one after the other, and their ambiguous meanings are triggered by the 

repetition of these components.  

To identify the puns in the novel, Delabastita’s (1996: 128) typology of wordplay, 

presented in Table 2.1.2, was used. Once the horizontal homophonic puns in the novel 

were identified, the corresponding text fragment in the two Swedish translations were 

found. Each of the selected puns from the novel are given their own section where a 

close analysis is carried out. In the in-depth analysis, Delabastita’s (1996: 134) eight 

strategies for translating puns, presented in 2.4 are used to identify the translation 

methods used in each of the TTs. Below is a shortened version of the strategies 

presented in Section 2.4 (for the original explanation see Appendix I).  

• Pun  pun 

• Pun  non-pun 

• Pun  related rhetorical device 

• Pun  zero 

• Pun  pun TT 

• Non-pun  pun 

• Zero  pun 

• Editorial techniques 

To fully understand and explain the components of the puns, dictionaries were used to 

recognise the different (or ambiguous) meanings of the components of the puns and 

their Swedish equivalents. The results of the analysis are presented in the discussion 

where each translator’s preference of strategy is discussed, both in connection to 

Delabastita’s (1996: 128) eight strategies and Newmark’s (1981: 45) different 

translation methods presented in Section 2.3. 
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3.3 Problems and limitations 

Delabastita (1996: 132) points out that “[t]he recognition and appreciation of puns, 

essentially depends on the text user’s reading habits, which is linked to their conception 

of language”. Since Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland was written to amuse children in 

the Victorian era (Rackin 1991: 13). Rackin (1991: 3) points out that extensive 

understanding of the outdated vocabulary used in the Victorian era, as well as 

knowledge of historical facts or concepts, are needed to appreciate the full potential of 

the novel. Moreover, the novel is famous for Carroll’s use of nursery rhymes, poems, 

puns, and jokes, some of which can only be appreciated or noted if one is familiar with 

the Victorian era (Rackin 1991: 13).  

My prior knowledge of the Victorian era is limited, and due to the fact that the 

recognition of puns depends on the recipient’s reading habits, there may be instances 

where puns have been left unnoticed. Moreover, this study is solely based on 

Delabastita’s (1996: 128) definition and classification of puns, and his strategies for 

translating puns (1996: 132), along with Newmark’s (1981: 45) translation strategies to 

facilitate the understanding of how the translators approached the puns. It is important 

to note that these are not the only approaches a translator can use when translating puns, 

nor may it be the most appropriate or qualified strategies. Therefore, the Swedish 

translations may not fit perfectly with these strategies. However, the translations will be 

labelled according to the most suitable strategy presented by Delabastita (1996): 132). 

 

4 Analysis 
There are six sections where each of the selected puns are analysed in-depth. As 

explained in Section 3.2, the following puns are all horizontal puns based on 

homophony (see Section 2.1.2). First an explanation of the structure and the 

components of the ST pun will be examined and determined, followed by an analysis of 

the equivalent of the ST pun in the TT.  

The components of the puns in the ST are underlined, as well as the equivalent of 

the ST pun in the TTs. Furthermore, in the analysis, Nonnen’s translation is referred to 

as TT1 and Westman’s is called TT2. Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland is referred to 

as ST. 
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4.1  Tale/tail 
The first pun that the reader of the story encounters is found in excerpt (7) below. The 

humorous effect relies on the two possible meanings of the phonetic sequence [teɪl]: a 

tale which is a “fictitious or true narrative or story” (Oxforddictionaries [www]); and 

tail: the hindmost part of an animal (ibid). Since these two nouns share the same 

pronunciation but are spelled differently they are homophones.  

In addition, the following story (or tale) that the Mouse tells Alice is presented in the 

form of a tail, curving down the page (see Appendix II). The connection between tail 

and tale is, therefore, further strengthened with visual aid. Moreover, in 1989 two 

teenagers, Graham and Maiden, made the discovery that (7) and the following poem 

(Appendix II) is a ‘four-way pun’ (nytimes [www]). The article about the discovery in 

The New York Times explains that:  

 

The word 'tale' signifies the story the mouse is telling, but includes the tail 

visually; (2) the word 'tail' signifies the tail of the mouse, but includes the tale 

it tells; (3) the tale is told in the poetic form of the tail-rhyme; and (4) the line 

structure of the triplets (two short lines, then a longer line) resembles the shape 

of a mouse." (nytimes [www]).  

 

However, since this study is restricted to the analysis of horizontal puns based on 

homophony (see Section 3.2), the analysis will only focus on the written pun based on 

the homophones tale and tail. As can be seen in (7), Alice confuses the Mouse’s tale 

with his tail. In Swedish, this homophony does not exist since the corresponding nouns 

are: svans and berättelse. The solutions used in each of the TTs are discussed below.  

 
(7)             ST TT1 TT2 
‘Mine is a long and sad tale!’ 
said the Mouse, turning to Alice 
and sighing. It is a long tail, 
certainly,’ said Alice, looking 
down with wonder at the 
Mouse’s tail; ‘but why do you 
call it sad?’ (Carroll 1958: 32)  
 

’Den börda jag har att bära är både 
lång och bedröflig att tala om’, sade 
råttan, vändande sig till Alice med 
en djup suck. ’Ja, nog är den lång’, 
anmärkte Alice, tittande förvånad 
ner på råttans svans, som hon på ett 
besynerligt sätt blandade ihop med 
den bördan hon talade om; ’men 
hvarför skulle den vara bedröflig?’ 
(Nonnen 1870/1984: 37). 

”Det är verkligen en lång och 
sorglig historia jag dras med!” 
svarade Råttan och suckade. 
”Ja lång är den verkligen”, sa 
Alice och tittade förundrande 
ner på Råttans svans, ”men 
varför kallar du den sorglig?” 
(Westman 2009: 42) 

 

In (7), the pun  related rhetorical device strategy has been used in both TT1 and TT2. 

In both of the translations, the humorous effect created for the readers of the ST has 
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been kept without incorporating a pun. Since there does not exist a “communicatively 

significant confrontation of two (or more) linguistic structures with more or less similar 

forms and more or less different meanings,” (Delabastita 1996: 128) (original italics) the 

translations cannot be interpreted as puns.  

In TT1, the Mouse refers to his tale as a börda (burden). While the meaning of the 

noun börda differs depending on the context the noun is used in, there is no 

confrontation of two or more possible meanings within this text fragment. However, 

according to Svenska Akademins Ordbok (henceforth SAOB) ([www]) börda can be 

used “bildl., i sht om tyngd, svårighet, besvär(lighet)” (fig., especially in connection 

with weight, difficulty, hardship). Therefore, while the Mouse refers to his tale as a 

börda, he does so in a figurative way. Alice, on the other hand, does not understand the 

Mouse’s figure of speech and interprets it as him having something concrete to carry, 

i.e. his tail. In addition, Alice’s misconception is clarified in TT1 by explaining that she 

“på ett besynerligt sätt blandade ihop” (in a peculiar way confused) the Mouse’s tail and 

his tale. Furthermore, the rhetoric device alliteration3 (börda, bära, både, bedröflig) can 

be found in TT1. This literary device is most likely used to compensate for the loss of 

the pun.  

The same approach used in TT1 has been used in TT2, namely the misinterpretation 

of the figurative use of words. In TT2, the phrase “dras med” which, according to the 

online dictionary Lexin ([www]), means utstå (endure) or lider (suffer) or that “ngn 

dras med ngt” (someone suffers from something) as illustrated in example (8). 

 

(8) Jag dras med en förkylning (I suffer from a cold)  

 

However, dras can also mean that “ngn drar (i) ngt” (someone drags something) (Lexin 

[www]). Therefore, Alice interprets the Mouse’s use of the figurative phrase “dras med” 

as him having to physically drag something, i.e. his tail.  

The strategy that corresponds to both of the approaches used in TT1 and TT2 is, 

therefore, pun  related rhetorical device. Delabastita (1996: 134) gives the 

explanation that the solution should be to replace the pun with “some wordplay-related 

rhetorical device (repetition, alliteration, rhyme, referential vagueness, irony, paradox, 

etc.) which aims to recapture the effect of the source-text pun”. 

                                                
3 Alliteration is the textual phenomena that occurs when a series of connected or adjacent words starts 
with the same syllable or sound. (oxforddictionaries [www])  
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4.2  Knot/not  
In example (9) below, the noun knot and the adverb not are the components of the 

horizontal pun, which share the same phonetic value [nɒt]. Knot is noun and means “a 

fastening made by looping a piece of string, rope, or something similar on itself and 

tightening it” (oxforddictionaries [www]), while not is an adverb. 

 
(9)              ST TT1 TT2 
‘I beg your pardon,’ said Alice very 
humbly: ‘you had got to the fifth 
bend, I think?’ ’I had not!’ cried the 
mouse, angrily. ‘A knot!’ said Alice, 
always ready to make herself useful, 
and looking anxiously about her. 
‘Oh, do let me help to undo it!’ 
(Carroll 1958: 34).  
 

’Jag ber om förlåtelse,’ Sade 
Alice i ödmjukt bönfallande 
ton. ’Ni hade just kommit till 
femte böjningen, tror jag?’ 
’Hvad pratar ni för slag?’ 
utropade råttan uppbragt, ’det är 
eder brist på uppmärksamhet, 
deri ligger knuten.’ ’En knut’, 
sade Alice, alltid färdig att 
hjelpa andra, i det hon såg sig 
oroligt omkring, ’ack, får jag 
inte lof och lösa upp den åt er?’ 
(Nonnen 1870/1984: 39) 

’Jag ber så mycket om ursäkt’, 
sa Alice. “Du hade visst 
hunnit till den femte kröken, 
tror jag.’  
’Vad pratar du för smörja?’ 
skrek Råttan och lät mycket 
arg. ’Smörja? Är det nån som 
har hällt ut nåt?” frågade Alice 
och såg sig ängsligt omkring. 
Som alltid var hon beredd att 
hjälpa till. ’Åh, jag kan torka 
upp om du vill! (Westman 
2009: 44) 

 

As seen in (9), the pun pun strategy is used in TT1. Additionally, the original 

intention of the ST pun is kept, that is to say that Alice mistakes the adverb not for the 

noun knot. However, in TT1 the comical effect stems from the multiple meanings of the 

noun knut (knot). The context allows two possible meanings of the noun knut: the tying 

of two strings or, as stated in the SAOB ([www]), tvistiga fråga (puzzling question) or 

problem (problem), “med särskild tanke på en knut ss. [så som] ngt invecklat, vars 

upplösande fordrar händighet” (especially when referring to a knot as something 

complex that requires dexterity), as illustrated by example (10) provided by SAOB 

([www]).  

 

(10) Däri ligger (just) knuten. (therein lies the knot) 

 

According to Delabastita’s typology scheme presented in Section 2.1.2, this would be a 

homonymous (identical spelling and pronunciation) horizontal pun. It is the different 

nouns which share the same phonetic value [knu:t] that are confronted, due to the 

repetition of the noun.  

In TT2, like in TT1, the pun  pun strategy is used, since the ST pun is replaced 

with a pun that better fits the linguistic structure of the TL. The pun in TT1 still keeps 

the ST pun’s semantic aspect, i.e. that Alice thinks that the Mouse is in need of 
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assistance. However, instead of playing on the noun knot, as in TT1, the ambiguous 

meaning derives from the various connotations of the Swedish noun smörja. The 

context of the pun allows the two possible meanings: smörja as a “(nedsmutsande) 

ämne av fet, kletig, sörjig konsistens” ((foul) substance of oily, sticky, gooey 

consistence) (SAOB [www]), as in (11); and the more abstract implication of the word: 

“skräp; strunt l. nonsens l. gallimatias” (rubish; nonsense, gibberish, galimatias) (ibid), 

as in (12). 

 

(11) Vad har du fått för smörja på skjortan? (what is that sludge on your shirt?) 

(12) Du pratar smörja (you are talking rubbish) 

 

When the Mouse asks Alice: “[v]ad pratar du för smörja?” Alice does not grasp the 

Mouse’s metaphor, and instead she answers “Smörja? Är det nån som har hällt ut nåt?” 

(Sludge? Did someone spill something?) Alice thinks that the Mouse refers to sludge or 

filth, rather than nonsense or gibberish. Just like in TT1, a homophonic horizontal pun 

has been used in TT2.  

  

4.3  Axis/axes 
In excerpt (13) below, the components of the pun are the two nouns axis and axes which 

share the same phonetic value: [ˈaksɪs]. Alice uses the noun axis, “an imaginary line 

about which a body rotates” (Oxforddictinaries [www]), to describe the rotation of the 

earth. However, the Duchess mistakes the noun axis for axes. It is worth nothing that 

axes can either be the plural of axis or the plural of axe. Consequently, within the 

horizontal pun based on axis and axes, lies a vertical pun (see Section 2.1.2) based on 

axes: “a tool that has a heavy iron or steel blade at the end of a long wooden handle” 

(Cambridge dictionaries [www]); or the plural of axis. By having the Duchess state 

“chop off her head”, Carroll forces the noun axe to be interpreted as the plural of axe, 

rather than the plural of axis.  

 
(13)          ST TT1 TT2 
You see, the earth takes twenty-
four hours to turn around on its 
axis –‘  
‘Talking of axes,’ said the 
Duchess, ‘chop off her head!’ 
(Carroll 1958: 63f). 

 

Ni vet att jorden behöfver 
tjugofyra timmar för att vända 
sig kring sin axel.” 
”Talar hon om yxor?” sade 
hertiginnan, ”hugg af hufvudent 
på henne!” (Nonnen 1870/1984: 
84). 

Huvudsakligen för att det ju tar 
tjugofyra timmar för jorden att 
snurra runt sin egen axel…’  
’På tal om huvudsaker och axlar’, 
sa Hertiginna, ’hugg av henne 
huvet!’ (Westman 2009: 84). 
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In (13), the pun  related rhetorical device strategy is used in TT1. TT1 was released in 

1870, when the phrase “Goddag, yxskaft” (good day, axe-handle) was a common 

Swedish expression (Svensk Etymologisk Ordbok p. 1189) which referred to the 

situation when a nonsensical answer is given to a genuine question (SAOL [www]). 

While Alice is eager to share her knowledge, the Duchess seems to find Alice’s 

explanation of how the earth rotates as nonsensical, and asks “[t]alar hon om yxor?” (is 

she speaking about axes?) which can be interpreted as a reference to the common 

expression used during the publication of TT1.  

In TT2, on the other hand, the pun  pun strategy has been used. The Swedish noun 

axel means shoulder; however, it also has the exact same meaning as the English noun 

axis. Moreover, axlar is the plural form of both the body part and the “imaginary line 

about which a body rotates” (Oxforddictinaries [www]). The adverb: huvudsakligen and 

the noun huvudsaker have similar meanings, the meaning of huvudsaker is “det 

viktigaste” (the most important), whereas huvudsakligen means “främst” (mainly) as 

seen in (14).  

 

(14)  Luften består främst av syre och kväve (the air mainly consists of oxygen 

 and nitrogen) (Lexin [www]).  

 

In both of these lexical items, the noun huvud can be found: huvud-saker and huvud-

sakligen. This lexical feature is the basis of the wordplay used in TT2. Huvud in English 

means head. This entails that a literal translation of huvud-saker would be ‘head-

things’. Therefore, when the Duchess says “På tal om huvudsaker och axlar” (speaking 

of ‘head-things’ and shoulders) she does not refer to “something essential” and the axis, 

but to the body parts head and shoulders. The second interpretation of the nouns is 

enforced when the Duchess states “hugg av henne huvet!” (chop off her head!). 

 

4.4  Tortoise/taught us 
The pronunciation of tortoise and taught us can differ depending on geographical 

location, social class, and other social factors. Carroll was an Englishman, and his target 

audience was British. Moreover, Carroll was from Southern England where people have 

a non-rhotic pronunciation, therefore, taught us and tortoise would, according to 

Carroll, have the same pronunciation: [ˈtɔːtəәs] (oxforddictionaries [www]). 
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In addition, English distinguishes between tortoise and turtle. This distinction does 

not exist in Swedish where only the noun sköldpadda is used. Lemos (2009: 29) points 

out that the Mock Turtle and the Gryphon follow their own reasoning: “if the Master 

Turtle taught us, then it becomes a Tortoise even though it does not belong to the 

terrestrial turtle family at all”. According to Lemos (ibid), the importance of the pun lies 

in the pronunciation of the nouns rather than their actual meaning or “their accurate 

application to the context”. Nevertheless, due to tortoises being a type of turtle it further 

adds to the comic effect.  

Additionally, in (15) there is a second pun. While Alice would interpret school as “an 

institution for educating children” (oxforddictionaries [www]), school can also mean a 

“large group of fish or sea mammals” (ibid). However, given that it is a vertical 

homophonic pun it will not be analysed further in this study.  

 
(15)         ST TT1 TT2 

‘[W]e went to school in the 
sea. The master was an old 
Turtle – we used to call him 
Tortoise –‘  
‘Why did you call him 
Tortoise, if he wasn’t one?’ 
Alice asked. 
‘We called him Tortoise 
because he taught us.’ Said 
the Mock Turtle angrily: 
‘really you are very dull!’ 
(Carroll 1958: 99) 
 

’[N]är vi voro små’, fortfor 
mockturteln ändtligen, mera lugnt, 
ehuru han ännu snyftade litet 
emellanåt, ’så gingo vi i skola uti 
hafvet. Vår lärare var en gammal 
sköldpadda — vi brukade kalla 
honom skolpadda —’ 
’Hvarför kallade ni honom för 
skolpadda när det icke var hans 
rätta namn?’ frågade Alice. ’Vi 
kallade honom skolpadda emedan 
han höll skola!’ sade mockturteln 
vresigt. ’hur kan ni vara så dum!’ 
(Nonnen 1870/1984: 138) 

’[N]är vi var små’, fortsatte 
Falska Sköldpaddan till slut, 
aningen lugnare nu, även om han 
snyftade till lite då och då, ’gick 
vi i skolan i havet. Vår lärare var 
en gammal sköldpadda som vi 
kallade Skällpaddan…’ 
’Varför det? Vad är en 
skällpadda?’ undrade Alice. 
‘Vi kallade honom Skällpaddan 
för att han jämt skällde på oss’, sa 
Falska Sköldpaddan ilsket. ’Är 
du dum eller?’ 
(Westman 2009: 136)  

 

In (15) above, the pun  pun strategy is used in TT1. The pun is altered so that it fits 

within the linguistic framework of the TL. The homophonic pun based on the nouns 

tortoise and taught us is replaced by a pun based on the paronyms (see Section 2.1.2) 

sköldpadda (turtle) and skolpadda (‘school turtle’). The punchline of the pun is clarified 

when the Mock Turtle states that they called the Master Turtle skolpadda “emedan han 

höll skola” (while he taught us). Moreover, while the humorous effect in TT1 is kept by 

transferring the pun, the original implication of the pun in the ST is successfully 

maintained, i.e. that the Turtle received his nickname due to his occupation.  

Just like in TT1, in TT2 the pun  pun strategy has been used. In TT2, on the other 

hand, the original implication of the ST pun is not kept, i.e. the connection between the 

Turtle’s occupation and his nickname. Instead, the focus lies on creating a sound 

resemblance between nouns, similar to the ST pun. The pun is based on the nouns 
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sköldpadda and skällpadda. Just like the noun tortoise is pronounced differently 

depending on geographical location and social factors, the pronunciation of sköldpadda 

also differs. In spoken colloquial speech, Swedish people would most likely pronounce 

sköldpadda as sköllpadda. While the similarity between the pronunciation of 

sköldpadda and skällpadda is greater when taking the situational factors of spoken 

language into account, the pun is still considered to be a paronymic pun, rather than a 

homophonic pun as in the ST.  

 

4.5  Lesson/lessen 
As stated in Section 4.4, the Mock Turtle and the Gryphon are interpreting sound 

resemblance as an obvious reason to why things are associated with each other. 

Therefore, according to them, lessons are called lessons because they lessen. However, 

this phonetic similarity between the words does not exist in Swedish, where the 

equivalent of the ST lexical items are lektion and avta.  

 
(16)          ST TT1 TT2 

‘And how many hours a day did you 
do your lessons?’ said Alice, in a hurry 
to change the subject. 
‘Ten hours the first day,’ said the 
Mock Turtle: ‘nine the next, and so 
on.’ 
‘What a curious plan!’ exclaimed 
Alice. 
‘That’s the reason they’re called 
lessons,’ the Gryphon remarked: 
‘because they lessen from day to day.’  
This was quite a new idea to Alice, and 
she thought it over a little before she 
made her next remark. ‘Then the 
eleventh day must have been a 
holiday?’ 
‘Of course it was,’ said the Mock 
Turtle. 
‘And how did you manage on the 
twelfth?’ Alice went on eagerly. 
‘That’s enough about lessons,’ said the 
Gryphon interrupted in a very decided 
tone: ‘tell her something about the 
games now.’ (Carroll 1958: 102).  
 

‘Och huru många timmat 
haden I om dagen’ sade 
Alice, för att komma på 
något annat ämne. 
’Tio timmar den första 
dagen’, sade mockturteln, 
’nio timmar dagen derpå, 
och så vidare.’ 
’Det var ett underligt sätt att 
gå till väga!’ utropade Alice, 
och hon funderade litet 
innan hon kom fram med 
följande anmärkning: ’då 
hade ni väl lof den elfte 
dagen?’ 
’Ja visst’, sade mockturteln. 
’Men hur bar ni er åt på 
tolfte dagen?’ fortfor Alice, 
ivrigt. 
’Det kan vara no om 
lektionerna’, inföll gripen, i 
en myndig ton; ’nu kan ni 
tala om lekarne i stället.’ 
(Nonnen 1870/1984: 142). 

’Och hur många lektioner hade 
ni om dan?’ frågade Alice som 
fick bråttom att prata om något 
annat. 
’Tio den första dan’, sa Falska 
Sköldpaddan, ’nio nästa och så 
vidare.’ 
’Vilket konstigt schema!’ 
utbrast Alice. 
’Det är därför det heter lek-
tioner. Mer tid för lek och idrott 
för varje dag’, påpekade Gripen. 
Det var en alldeles ny tanke för 
Alice. Hon funderade en stund 
innan hon sa: ’Då måste ni haft 
lov den elfte dan?’ 
’Självklart hade vi det’, svarade 
Falska Sköldpaddan. 
’Och hur gjorde ni med den 
tolfte?’ fortsatte Alice ivrigt. 
’Nog pratat om lektioner!’ 
avbröt Gripen mycket bestämt. 
’Berätta lite om lek och idrott 
istället!’ (Westman 2009: 137).  

 

As can be seen in (16), the ST pun is omitted in TT1, by the removal of the Gryphon’s 

statement “because they lessen from day to day”. In other words, the pun  zero 

strategy has been used in TT1. One possible reason for the omission of the pun in TT1 
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can be because there is no phonetic similarity between the Swedish equivalents avta and 

lektioner. Later in the text, however, the noun lekarne is used, which means games, in 

combination with lektionerna. This alliteration is probably created to compensate for 

the omission of the pun.  

In TT2, on the contrary, the text fragment with the pun is preserved, as well as the 

original implication of the ST pun. In TT2, the reader’s attention is drawn to the noun 

lek (games) in lektioner (lessons) through the construction: lek-tionerna. Probably to 

facilitate the comprehension of the wordplay and to clarify the resemblance between lek 

and lektioner, which are the components of the wordplay. Furthermore, the resemblance 

of the two nouns is accentuated when the Gryphon states that they are called lek-tioner 

because they have “[m]er tid för lek och idrott för varje dag” (more time for games and 

sports every day). In TT2, the distortion of morphology is the central focus. It is 

emphasised that lek- is the lexical root of the noun lektioner, whereas lektio- is the 

actual lexical root, since it derives from the Latin noun Lectio meaning läsning 

(reading) (Varaord [www]). Out of the eight strategies proposed by Delabastita, pun  

pun matches best the translation strategy used in TT2.  

 

4.6  Tea/T 
The components of the last horizontal homophonic pun that the readers encounter are 

Tea and T. In excerpt (17), the King misinterprets the Hatters statement due to the fact 

that tea, the beverage, and T, the letter, have the same pronunciation: [tiː]. In Swedish, 

the exact same homophony exists, while te and T are spelled differently, they are 

pronounced exactly the same: [te:]. This entails that it is possible to transfer the ST pun 

into the TT without losing either its form or meaning.  

 
(17)          ST TT1 TT2 
‘I’m a poor man, your majesty,’ the 
Hatter began, in a trembling voice, 
‘— and I hadn’t begun my tea – not 
above a week or so – and what with 
the bread-and-butter getting so thin 
– and the twinkling of the tea —‘  
‘The twinkling of the what?’ said 
the King. 
‘It began with the tea,’ the Hatter 
replied. 
‘Of course twinkling begins with a 
T!’ said the King sharply. ‘Do you 
take me for a dunce? Go on!’ 
(Carroll 1958: 118).  

 

‘Jag är en fattig man, Ers Majestät’, 
sade hattmakaren, med darrande röst, 
’och jag hade icke börjat mitt thé än – 
icke längre än en vecka eller par – 
och när då smörgåsarna blefvo så 
magra och theét tog till att tindra—’ 
’Hvad var det som tindrade?’ frågade 
kungen. 
’Det började med théet’, svarade 
hattmakaren. 
’Naturligtvis börjar tindra med T!’ 
sade kungen, skarpt. ’Anser ni mig 
vara ett sådant pundhufvud? Skynda 
på nu!’ (Nonnen 1870/1984: 164f). 

‘Jag är en fattig man, Ers Majestät’, 
började Hattmakaren med en 
darrande röst, ’och jag hade knappt 
börjar dricka mitt te – jag hade väl 
bara hållit på nån vecka eller så – 
och så smörgåsen som blev så liten 
– och tefatet som tickade…’ 
’Vad var det som tickade, sa du?’ 
’Det började med te…’ 
’Självklart, ticka börjar ju med t!’ 
sa Kungen strängt. ’Tror du jag är 
dum? Vidare!’ (Westman 2009: 
162) 
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The pun  pun strategy is used in TT1 and the original intention of the ST pun is 

saved. Twinkling in Swedish means tindra, and conveniently tindra also begins with a 

T. The pun in TT1, therefore, has the exact same form and meaning as the pun in the 

ST.  

Even though the pun  pun strategy is used in TT2 as well, a different approach is 

used. Instead of simply translating the noun literally, as in TT1, the components of the 

pun in TT2 change from “twinkling of the tea” to “tefatet som tickade” (the ticking of 

the saucer).  

In the chapter Who Stole the Tarts? (Carroll 1958: 118) the Knave of Hearts has been 

accused of stealing the Queen of Heart’s tarts, and the Hatter, being one of the 

performers at ‘the great concert given by the Queen of Heart’s, is called into the 

courtroom as a witness. At the concert, the Hatter had sung the song presented in (18).  

 
(18)                    ST TT1 TT2 

Twinkle, twinkle, little bat 
How I wonder what you’re at! 
Up above the world you fly. 
Like a tea-tray in the sky. 
Twinkle, twinkle – (Carroll 
1958: 76)  

Rosa lilla, rosa röd, 
Med dig hard et ingen nöd! 
Rosa lilla, hvarför fly 
Som en thékopp högt i sky? 
Tindra, tindra —— (Nonnen 
1870/1984: 101) 

Ticka lilla klocka där  
Hur jag undrar vad du är  
Fjärran tickar du i skyn  
Likt ett tefat för min syn. 
Ticka lilla klocka… 
(Westman 2009: 98ff) 
 

 

As can be seen from the song, and its translation, the underlined verbs at the end of each 

nursey rhyme corresponds to the adjectives the Hatter used in describing either the tea 

or the saucer in (17). This can be one possible reason for the use of tickande in TT2, 

instead of tindrande, or other similar TL equivalents of twinkling.  

 

5 Discussion  
Through the analysis, it has become clear that the form and structure of a translated pun 

greatly rely on the individual creativity of the translator. While there are several 

methods and approaches for translating a pun, none of these can be said to constitute the 

‘correct’ strategy. Translators might use the same strategy, but their finished product 

may not look alike. There are several ways of translating a pun using the same strategy, 

for example, both Nonnen and Westman used the pun  pun strategy in Section 4.6, 

nevertheless, the two puns in each of the TTs were not identical. Table 5 presents the 

translators’ strategies for each of the puns.  
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Table 5. Translation strategies described by Delabastita (see Appendix I) used by the 

translators. 

The ST pun Nonnen (TT1) Westman (TT2) 

Tail/tale Pun  related rhetorical 

device 

Pun  related rhetorical 

device 

Knot/not Pun  pun Pun  pun 

Axis/axes Pun  related rhetorical 

device 

Pun  pun 

Tortoise/taught us Pun  pun Pun  pun 

Lesson/lessen Pun  zero Pun  pun 

Tea/T Pun  pun Pun  pun 

 

As seen in Table 5, Westman (TT2) prefers the pun  pun strategy, whereas Nonnen 

(TT1) tries to capture the aesthetic value of the ST by replacing the puns with either TL 

puns or other rhetorical devices, such as alliteration as seen in Section 4.1. Overall, 

there is only one instance where a pun has been omitted, which entails that both 

translators have tried to capture and preserve the aesthetic value of the ST. As argued by 

Schröter (2005: 111) the TT should retain the same objective as the ST; therefore, he 

thinks that there should be an equal number of puns in the TT as there are in the ST.  

By using the pun  pun strategy, the translator ensures that the aesthetic value of the 

ST is preserved in the TT. Nevertheless, it does not ensure an adequate translation. It is 

generally believed that the aesthetic value of a text constitutes an important element in 

the ST (Ingo 2007: 76). In Alice Adventures in Wonderland, Carroll uses the ‘logical 

illogicalness’ of language to create the puns, rhymes, and other play on words or sound, 

to reflect the nonsensical world which Alice enters (Rackin 1991: 14). Language and 

language play, therefore, have an important role and function in the novel. To preserve 

these linguistic features is of great importance for preserving the objective of the ST, i.e. 

the exploiting of the ambiguity of the SL to evoke disorientation among the novel’s 

readership to reflect the illogicalness of Wonderland. 

As discussed in Section 2.4, to keep both the original meaning and the form of a pun 

after translation poses a great challenge for translators (Schröter 2005: 111). Since puns 

exploit the ambiguous meaning of linguistic units, a literal translation can be used to 

avoid the loss of either meaning or form. However, this raises the question of whether 

the aesthetic value is more important to secure than the original meaning and form of 

the ST. This question is answered by individual translators who need to choose what to 
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prioritise. For this reason, the number of puns in one TT does not automatically make it 

a ‘better’ translation, than another TT with fewer puns than in the ST. 

The analysis revealed that Westman (TT2) and Nonnen (TT1) do not share the same 

approach in translating the puns. Based on Newmark’s (1981: 45) description of 

semantic and communicative translation it is clear that Nonnen has made use of the 

former, and Westman of the latter. Westman’s approach complies with the 

communicative translation method, as she tries to replicate the effect produced on the 

ST reader on the TT readership. She does this by adapting the ST puns to the cultural 

and linguistic framework of the TL. By doing so, she ensures that the humorous effect 

of the ST still has the same effect on the reader of the TT. Nonnen’s priority is to be 

faithful to the ST; she, therefore, uses the semantic translation. As Newmark (1981: 47) 

states, the semantic translation aims to be as faithful to the ST as possible. However, it 

allows the translator to be flexible and in some cases compromise meaning to keep the 

ST’s special characteristics, such as wordplay, alliteration, and rhyme. 

The use of these different translation methods could also be a factor in how the 

translators approached the translation of the puns. The reason for Westman often having 

transferred the puns in the ST by using the pun  pun strategy could be that she uses 

the communicative translation method. Westman adapts the ST puns to fit into the 

linguistic framework of the TL so that the humorous effect is not lost on the TL’s 

readership. Munday (2008: 45) points out that rather than remaining with the SL 

culture, a communicative translation transfers foreign and unfamiliar concepts into the 

TL culture. This entails that Westman is willing to sacrifice the semantic aspect of the 

ST to be able to adapt the culture and make the puns in the TT more comprehensible to 

the Swedish audience. In other words, Westman empathises with the recipients of the 

TT. Nonnen, on the other hand, empathises with the thought process of the ST author. 

The analysis shows that Nonnen tends to use the exact equivalent of at least one of 

the components of each of the ST puns. This can especially be seen in the translation of 

the puns knot/not (Section 4.2), axis/axes (Section 4.3), and tea/T (4.6). In the knot/not 

pun, she plays on the ambiguous meaning of the noun knut (knot); in the axes/axis pun, 

the noun yxor (axes) is used; finally, she translates the tea/T pun with te and T. While 

the vocabulary and the intention of the ST puns are preserved in all of these TT puns, 

she does not always manage to create a pun but she has to rely on other rhetorical 

devices. For example, in Section 4.3, she has not created a TT pun but she has used a 

reference to a common linguistic expression of her time: “goddag, yxskaft”. Westman, 
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on the other hand, is not as intent on keeping the original phrasing of the ST puns as 

Nonnen; instead she tries to adapt and modify the puns so that they fit into the 

grammatical construction of the TL. In other words, the TT pun equivalent to a ST pun 

has the same humorous effect but it does not share the same vocabulary or structure. In 

the knot/not pun, Westman uses the noun smörja (rubbish), which shares no similarities 

with knot, or not. Moreover, instead of using a literal translation in the Tea/T pun, which 

in the context was possible without losing neither the form nor the humorous effect of 

the ST pun, she used a different construction. This means that the priority for Westman 

is to preserve the intention of the puns, but make them more accessible for the TT’s 

recipients.  

Apart from different preferences of translation strategies, there is one distinct 

difference: spelling and vocabulary. Nonnen’s edition was published in 1870 while 

Westman’s was published in 2009; this means that there is a 139-year old difference 

between the two translations. This entails that not only the strategies used for the 

translation of puns, but also the vocabulary and spelling are different. Nonnen’s 

spelling, as illustrated in examples (19), (20), and (21), would be regarded as outdated 

and even foreign for many contemporary Swedish people.  

 

(19) Jorden behöfver tjugofyra timmar för att vända sig kring sin axel 

(20) Fortfor mockturteln ändtligen 

(21) Hugg af hufvudet på henne 

 

In Modern Swedish, the underlined words in (19), (20), and (21) are spelled behöver, 

äntligen, and av. Although Nonnen’s edition may be perceived as ‘foreign’ for twenty-

first century speakers of Swedish, especially children, this feature was not taken into 

account when analysing the ‘quality’ of the TT pun, since the focus of puns lies on how 

they ‘behave’ in a certain context and not necessarily on which vocabulary or spelling is 

used. In other words, even if the vocabulary is outdated, the pun can still have a 

humorous effect depending on the context.  

The puns are significant for the theme of Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland since the 

nonsensicalness of Wonderland is reflected in the language. To create the same effect 

on the TT readers as was created for the ST readers, it is important to preserve in the TT 

the ‘illogical’ phrasing of the ST. As discussed in Section 2.4, Low (2010: 60) states 

that one joke “can exist in 10 different guises”, and that the challenge for the translator 
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is to adapt the ST pun into the TT so that its humour is still recognised by the new 

audience. In addition, Delabastita (1996: 135) states that “the only way to be faithful to 

the original text (i.e. to its verbal playfulness) is paradoxically to be unfaithful to it (i.e. 

its vocabulary and grammar)”. It can be claimed that Westman, by being unfaithful to 

the vocabulary and grammar of the ST, is being faithful to the ‘verbal playfulness’ of 

the ST. Since this ‘linguistic playfulness’ is such an important feature of the ST, 

Westman’s (TT2) translation seems to be more appropriate and suitable for the TT 

readership than Nonnen’s (TT1) translation. Considering that Nonnen is intent on 

keeping the wording of the ST pun, she is more likely to lose the humorous effect than 

Westman.    

 

6 Conclusion 
The aim of this study was to analyse two Swedish translations of selected puns in Alice 

Adventures in Wonderland. The translations written by Nonnen (1870/1984) and 

Westman (2009) were analysed and compared in terms of how they approached the 

difficulties of translating the puns, what strategies and methods they used, and finally 

what differences and similarities there were between the two translations.  

The preservation of the aesthetic value, i.e. the puns, was of great importance for 

both of the translators. Out of the twelve translations, the pun  zero was only used 

once by Nonnen (TT1). Both translators take the aesthetic value of the ST into account 

and understand the importance of keeping the ‘illogicalness’ of the text. The analysis 

indicates that Westman uses the communicative translation method and as a result she is 

TT-oriented. Nonnen, on the other hand is ST-oriented and she uses the semantic 

translation strategy. The great difference between the two translations is found in 

Westman’s tendency to create new puns which are adapted to the culture of the TL; 

whereas, Nonnen tries to keep to the original formulation of the ST puns; hence she is 

less likely to adapt the culture of the SL to the new readership’s culture.  

As discussed in this thesis, the challenge for the translator is to recapture the 

humours effect created on ST reader in the TT. The translator’s responsibility is to 

ensure that the intention and objective of the ST is transferred into the TT. 

Consequently, a translation of Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland should include verbal 

playfulness since puns, rhymes and other rhetorical devices are interwoven in the 

illogical and nonsensical world which Alice enters. As a result, Westman’s (2009) 

translation is more suitable for a Swedish readership than Nonnen’s (1870/1984), since 
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the humorous effect of the puns in the ST is not lost in the TT puns due to Westman’s 

adaptions of the puns.  

Finally, to draw further conclusions of the strategies and methods used for the 

translation of puns in Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland, more puns from the text need 

to be included. This study was limited to the analysis of homophonic horizontal puns. 

However, there are numerous puns which were not included in the analysis. In addition, 

since there are eleven Swedish translations of Alice Adventures in Wonderland, to look 

into all of these could result in a prolific investigation of how the numerous ways of 

translating puns can be used in practice. As this limited investigation resulted in clear 

differences between the two translations, it could be interesting to see how the 

phenomena of puns and their translations are handled in the rest of the novel, as well as 

other Swedish texts, for example the sequel to Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland 

(1865): Through the looking glass and what Alice found there (1871). Because Alice’s 

Adventures in Wonderland is characterised by the time it was written, extended research 

needs to be carried out to fully understand the linguistic ambiguity of the novel. 

Further studies need to be carried out to in the field of puns. As seen in Sections 

2.1.1 and 2.1.2, a fully coherent definition of puns does not exist. As discussed in 

Section 2.1.1, Schröter (2005: 56) states that there does not exist one complete 

description of how to define and classify puns, nor is it fully clear when “two lexical 

items stand in a punning relationship” (Schröter 2005: 158). To facilitate the analyses of 

puns translations, and the translation of the puns themselves, an understanding of their 

behavior in a text is necessary. It is worth pointing out that not only does qualitative 

analysis of puns help to understand the behavior of puns, but quantitative analysis, for 

example corpus-based investigations can be useful for understanding the mechanisms 

behind the construction of puns. One could investigate the lexical grammar of puns to 

see, for example, whether preconstructed phrases and idioms are more prone to 

becoming “punning discourse”.    

This study is solely based on Delabastita’s (1996: 128) definition and classification 

of puns, and his strategies for translating puns (1996: 132), along with Newmark’s 

(2008: 45) translation strategies to facilitate the understanding of how the translators 

approached the puns. As pointed out in Section 5, these are not the only approaches a 

translator can use when translating puns, nor may it be the most appropriate or qualified 

strategies. Further research can therefore be conducted on how different translation 

methods are best suitable for translating puns.  
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Appendix I 
Delabastita’s eight strategies for translating puns 
 

• PUN  PUN: the source-text pun is translated by a target-language pun, which 

may be more or less different from the original wordplay in terms of formal 

structure, semantic structure, or textual function. 

• PUN  NON-PUN: the pun is rendered by a non-punning phrase which may 

salvage both senses of the wordplay but in a non-punning conjunction, or select 

one of the senses at the cost of suppressing the other; of course, it may also 

occur that both components of the pun are translated ’beyond recognition’ 

• PUN  RELATED RHETORICAL DEVICE: the pun is replaced by some 

wordplay-related rhetorical device (repetition, alliteration, rhyme, referential 

vagueness, irony, paradox, etc.) which aims to recapture the effect of the source-

text pun 

• PUN  ZERO: the portion of text containing the pun is simply omitted  

• PUN  PUN TT: the translator reproduced the source-text pun and possibly its 

immediate environment in its original formulation, i.e. without actually 

‘translating’ it 

• NON-PUN  PUN: the translator introduces a pun in textual positions where 

the original text has no word-play, by way of compensation to make up for 

source-text puns lost elsewhere, or for another reason 

• ZERO  PUN: totally new textual material is added, which contains wordplay 

and which has no apparent precedent or justification in the source text except as 

a compensatory device 

• EDITORIAL TECHNIQUES: explanatory footnotes or endnotes, comments 

provided by the translators’ forewords, the ‘anthological’ presentation of 

different, supposedly complementary solutions to one and the same source-text 

problem, and so forth (Delabastita 1996: 134).  
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Appendix II 
The Mouse’s tale  

 
 
 


