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10th Japan International Translation Competition:

Classical Literature Category Review

Moriyama Megumi

Poet, Translator of Japanese literature

The Classical Literature Category of the Japan International Translation Competition has
successfully completed its second edition. The author of this year’s text, Iseki Takako
(1785—1844), like other women writers of her era, is not widely known, even in Japan, yet
her diaries constitute an invaluable record of life under the Tokugawa shogunate (1603—
1868) in its waning decades. I am therefore delighted that the competition chose to shine a

spotlight on this important but oft-overlooked literary figure.

One of Iseki’s distinguishing qualities as a diarist is the precision of her descriptions. In the
first diary entry chosen for the competition (dated September 1840) on the theme of
“Dental Implants” (ireba), the judging committee was intrigued to see how the translators

had rendered her descriptive detail and humor.

The second diary entry (dated December 1843) on the theme of “Waterfowl” (mzzutori),
represents a veiled social critique couched in Heian-period prose of the shogunate during
its harsh and unpopular Tenpo Reforms (1841-1843), as Fukazawa Akio observes in Edo’
Towilight Seen Through a Samurai Lady’s Eyes (Hatamoto fujin ga mita Edo no tasogare, Bunshun
Shinsho, published by Bungeishunja). While this context is not made explicit, the judging
committee was looking to see how well the translators captured both Iseki as a person and

the atmosphere of her era.

Herself the wife of a high-ranking samurai, Iseki naturally employs a refined and honorific
prose style. In evaluating the English translations, the judges paid close attention to key
criteria unique to the translation of classical Japanese literature, such as the translators’

ability to capture the subtleties of social rank expressed in the original and the treatment



of verb endings that have since fallen out of use.

Grand Prize: Ryan Hintzman

Among the submissions, Ryan Hintzman’s translation stood out as exceptional in its overall
tone, rhythm, pacing, and accuracy. The text flows smoothly and is a pleasure to read,

making it a work fully deserving of the top prize.

At the beginning of “Waterfowl,” expressions such as “I would give it a good effort” and
“I'm rather shallow-minded” deftly and naturally capture the subtleties of the narrator’s
indirect, self-deprecating language. The nuances of Japanese honorific speech directed at
the narrator by “the blind official Sugishima” is also expressed in phrases such as “I was

hoping you would perhaps be able to...”

Japanese classical verbs endings such as -beshi/ beku, -meri, -mmn, and -nu carry a range of
meanings that vary depending on context, and the translator’s careful attention to these
nuances is another aspect of the work that deserves high praise. For example, in [/
STl ZED LB D BITAT] (“There’s no way Ill be able to pull off the story”)
the potential sense of -bekux is expressed as “be able to,” andin [& K H LA D B X iFinz
Y | (“It seems that news of my situation has already reached you”) the conjectural sense
of -meri is rendered as “seems.” Likewise, in [ & {ithokkz AEr & EizFic] (“He...
thought to himself that he should quickly go look at the pond”), the word “should”
accurately captures the volitional sense of -mu. Also, in this passage, the adverb fokx is
accurately rendered as “quickly,” whereas in the phrase cited above, “It seems that news of
my situation has a/ready reached you,” the same adverb is correctly translated as “already.”
Such variation of vocabulary and phrasing depending on context also serves to prevent a

monotony of tone from creeping into the text.

One sentence that illustrates the translator’s evocative use of language is the following:
“Now winter’s withering winds were gusting, and the radiant foliage blown from the trees

gathered like wind-fashioned weirs on the face of the water.” Through the use of sound—



notably alliteration—the translation superbly captures the ferocity of the wintry gusts and

the desolate beauty of the winter landscape.

Iseki’s use of waka poetry in the text is likewise handled with great care in the translation,
providing the Japanese original (in kanji/hiragana and romanization) alongside the English
to enable readers, even those less familiar with classical Japanese literature, to appreciate the
prosody. Also, the decision to break the poems into five lines of English verse is
commendable, as it visually signals that the waka are poems, enhances their readability, and
results in translations that are polished and of a very high standard. Notes explaining poetic
place names (#tamakura) and pivot words (kakekotoba) are helpfully presented to the reader
without impinging on the flow of the text itself. References in the notes to Tales of Ise and
Kokinshi likewise testify to the translator’s knowledge and command of the classical literary
canon. The judges were unanimous in selecting this work for the top prize. It is in every

respect a superb translation.

Second Prize: Ito Kinji

Ito Kinji’s translation is natural and elegant, and the judges were particularly impressed by
the way it sustains a smooth narrative flow, especially in the longer and more challenging
“Waterfow]” entry. This highly literary translation employs alliteration to create a richly
musical effect, as in: “But as the seasons changed, trees shed their leaves, and fallen foliage
settled thickly upon the water, weaving a lattice of autumn color.” Likewise, the dramatic
and uncanny unfolding of events within a dream is conveyed in: “Before long, a man
appeared at his bedside. Clad in pale blue hunting robes, he carried himself with calm

dignity.”

The judging committee’s one regret was that in several places where the syntax is particularly
complex and the meaning difficult to parse, passages appear to have been smoothed over
or abbreviated in favor of maintaining narrative flow. While this lends the prose an elegant
fluency, it comes at the cost of fidelity—especially important for a competition

submission—and therefore places the translation just short of the top prize. We would have



liked to see a more rigorous attention to Japanese classical grammar.

In the “Waterfowl” entry, Iseki uses honorific language to carefully differentiate among the
various characters according to their social class: the narrator, the blind official Sugishima,
the “nobleman” of the narrative, and the man “clad in pale blue hunting robes” who
appears to him in the dream. This also makes it possible to infer the subject when none is
stated. Had the English shown a slightly greater sensitivity in this regard, the translation

might have been even stronger as a rendering of a classical work.

Second Prize: Matthieu Felt

Matthieu Felt’s translation was, on the whole, enjoyable to read. Unfortunately, the tone did
not always feel consistent, and, as with the Second Prize entry, another point of concern
was the simplification of passages whose meaning is particularly difficult to construe. For
a competition submission, the committee would have liked to see a more meticulous

engagement with the text, even at the risk of occasional misinterpretation.

The choice of verbs also tended to be somewhat unsuited to the elegance of classical
Japanese, particularly in “Waterfowl,” where the prose consciously echoes the courtly
refinement of Tales of Ise. We also felt that the translations of the waka might have benefited
from a more fully realized poetic sensibility. Even so, the judges agreed that the prose
sections in particular were of sufficiently high standard to merit placing it among the top

three entries.



