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This was a new experience for me. In the past, I have compared different translations of a
single work, but never so many! What a joy to read so many versions of the same story.
Stephen Snyder assured me that even what appeared to be a faitly straightforward story, such
as the one we chose, would offer a wide range of possible translations. He was certainly right
about that, to the point that I wonder if I will ever again consider any story to be

“straightforward” when it comes to translation.

Let me say some things that I hope will be of interest to everyone who entered this year’s
competition. I think we chose three very, very good translations as our top three. But another
set of judges, or the same set of judges on a different day, could conceivably choose a different
slate of winners. In my mind, no single translation had the best answer to every issue the
translators were presented with. In nearly every entry I found something none of the others
had done—a novel solution to a vexing problem, or a turn of phrase that made me think or
laugh or both. Here at the dawn of the Al revolution, someone might ask: if that is the case,
couldn’t we just combine all of them together to produce a super-translation? Isn’t that the
dream of Al of predictive-text functions, to take the best solution to this problem, combine it
with the best solution to that problem, and create a “perfect” translation using all the best
ideas? Well, with apologies to the machine and its partisans, there is no such thing as a perfect
translation, and I don’t think we as readers would want a perfect translation even if it did exist.
A crowdsourced translation (for that is all that Al is . . . to date) would surely give us a bland,
overly cautious translation, one that prioritizes “accuracy” and (shudder) “transparency” over
anything else. I suppose the danger of a translation competition is that it effectively might give
us the same, were the winner to be chosen solely on the basis of proper execution of
technically difficult points, like a figure skater lacking in style but able to nail a quad Axel time
and again. Clearly, in translation if not in figure skating, technique and style matter in equal

measure.



This yeat’s story offers us an excellent example of this in practice, because it has a half-
revelation at the end which utterly changes our understanding of everything that has happened
in it. The narrator has a moment of realization, but it isn’t completely spelled out for us, and
many translators wisely realized that they needed to do somzething with this mysterious twist,
preferably something that was true to the spirit even if not the letter of it. The solution,
however, doesn’t depend only on what is written in the original Japanese in this section; it is
also tied to what the individual translator has chosen to do in all of the moments leading up to
the revelation. What the narrator thinks in this moment depends on what he has said and
thought to this point. Is he matter-of-fact, or is he verbose? Does he speak a noticeably older
style of English (as some older people do), or does he speak an English that is fairly current (as
is increasingly true in an age in which older people all seem to spend more time on their
phones than I do)? We saw a wide range of possibilities, even with the same source text, and as
we looked for translations that had it right when read against the original, at the same time we
looked for translations that had it right when read against themselves. The best translators

create charactets.

There is no one true answer, of course, and it occurred to me as we made our final selections
how diverse the Englishes appeared to be at the final stage of the competition. One thing that
the finalists all have in common, however, is a keen understanding of how to deploy the nuts-
and-bolts of English-language writing in the service of their storytelling. Anyone who wants to
be taken seriously as a translator needs to know how quotation marks, parentheses, dashes,
italics, and paragraph indentations work, even if their usages vary from country to country and
publisher to publisher. I want to add one thing to this list that often seems to be a mental
hurdle for beginning Japanese-to-English translators but doesn’t get talked about enough:
paragraphs simply don’t work the same way in Japanese and English. In Japanese, dialogue
often appears by itself and the dialogue tag (“the young man said”) goes on the next line. But if
you do that in English, you are taking something completely ordinary in Japanese and making
it appear as something rather unusual in English. Once a translator accepts that in most cases
those dialogue tags belong on the same line as the dialogue, they start to think on the level of
the paragraph and all sorts of possibilities emerge—what else should be moved around for

things to make the same amount of sense in English as they do in the Japanese original?

Chelsea Bernard’s translation won me over with its attention to nuance and colloquial
language. The translator has a gift for believable dialogue, all of the little “huh”s and “hey”’s

that we use every day.



The charm of Joseph Sabatino’s entry can be found in the many turns of phrase that made it

so distinctive to us: “Grandson-speak,” “just us drinking tonight.”

I grew fond of Nicolas Keen’s fussy old man, somehow more formal in his speech than most

of the other entries, and I felt that his translation nailed the landing,

My congratulations to the winners, and my thanks to everyone who entered for their

dedication and their courage in sharing their work with us.
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