The 7th JL.PP International Translation Competition English Section Critique

Allison Markin Powell (Translator of Japanese Literature)
Lucy North (Translator of Japanese Literature)

Grand Prize: Kamil Spychalski

Kawakami Hiromi’s short story [E iK% ] (Natsu-yasumi) is a deceptively simple piece that proved
quite a challenge in this year’s competition. A seemingly fanciful story, the deep emotional and even
philosophical implications are expressed in light and playful language, which necessitates translation
in a gentle and understated manner.

The judges enjoyed the straightforward clarity of Kamil Spychalski’s translation. The pace of the
narrative was also managed well. He manages to capture the atmosphere of the original, and to
maintain it throughout—an achievement that made his translation stand out. Particularly
commendable passages include the conversations between the narrator and the three “creatures,”
especially the one that occurs mid-story in the middle of the night with the third, slightly more
wayward of these “mono”; the moments where the narrator describes the mysterious “slipping
feeling”’; and the descriptions of the creatures tumbling out of the house with the narrator in the
dark to visit the pear orchard. We noted the careful use of direct speech within the narrative,
without the use of quotation marks, which adds to the sense of interiority and magical realism—a
hallmark of Kawakami’s writing. In places the diction in the narrative is a little rough, and while we
know that the use of simply “Harada” is deliberate, we felt that an additional marker such as “Mr”
or “-san” would only have been a plus, denoting gender and evoking something of the relationship
between employer and employee. We admired the use of the poetic word “burl” as a translation for
the # (kobu) that appear on the tree trunks when the creatures disappear. The conclusion of the
story is well realized—with lightness, elegance, and mystery.

Mr Spychalski’s translation of Hosaka Kazushi’s [ D/~ 2 23% | (Kotoba no soto e
— bunko maegaki) shows a good grasp of the argument in this short piece written as a provocative
preface. He conveys the distinctive voice of the writer, and his translation of the second half is
strong. He makes several imaginative attempts to handle the abrupt shifts—the twists and turns—in
this somewhat idiosyncratic and willfully opaque essay, and all in all, the intention of the writer is
well represented.

Taken together, Mr Spychalski’s submissions show a good grasp of the issues, thoughtful solutions,
a consistently high standard, and much promise for a rewarding career in literary translation—he is
to be congratulated on a Grand Prize-winning effort.



Second Prizes: Douglas David Hank Jern

We enjoyed Douglas Jern’s translation of Kawakami’s story for the clear attention given to
understatement and delicacy. We were conscious of his ingenious attempts to avoid pinning down
the meaning of b @ (mono)—which here refers in a general way to an indefinable, possibly non-
mortal living force—by simply using “creature,” instead alternating it with “something small,”
“ones,” etc. We were impressed with Mr. Jern’s successful rendition of the third being’s utterly
endearing, apparently incoherent (but in fact existentially profound) explanation of the source of his
lack of confidence, and by his description of the way the narrator’s body mysteriously seems to “cast
several layers of shadows in the gloom” in the pear field at night. Mr. Jern’s translation of this far-
from-easy fictional piece shows great promise.

Mr. Jern’s translation of Hosaka’s preface does a valiant job of capturing most of the argument, even
if at times it loses the way. Some specificity is missing in the argumentation, and more might have
been made of the clearly shifting quality of the original, which is definitely free-flowing and
spontaneous—Ilike the jazz it extolls. The spoken quality of the writing is also mostly absent. The
translation is much more convincing in the second half, and we were particularly impressed with
how the translator captured the slightly ornate four-character idiom ZE#{#%H (unsanmusho) as

“disperse like the mist in the light of dawn.”

Second Prizes: Kathryn Rebecca Marr

Kathryn Marr’s translations demonstrate considerable fluency and a careful attention to the intent of
the original texts. Ms. Mart’s translation of Kawakami’s piece is thoughtful and delicate, achieving an
admirably consistent flow. In places, however, the smoothness interferes with the story’s slow and
meditative pacing; all the spaces should be observed—including the spaces between passages, which
are sometimes elided, and those between parts of a conversation, sometimes produced as a single
line. We thought that the tactical avoidance of specificity (i.e., defining the “mono”) eventually
begins to impinge on the reader’s consciousness. Rather than avoiding specificity, another strategy
might have been to be explicit about the ambiguity.

Ms. Marr’s translation of Hosaka’s preface is a spirited attempt at rendering his aforementioned
opacity, but she seems to struggle somewhat with the meaning and the logic (or lack thereof), and
how the paragraphs hang together or work off each other. Nonetheless, we enjoyed certain
paragraphs—particularly those preceding the comparison of reading and interpreting a novel to
holding a “gooey body of air about the size of a balloon... and attempting to rotate it slowly with
both my hands and knead it into shape.” And she was clearly conscious of the informality of the
language, and the way that the narrator refuses a formal argument, constantly shifting and going
back on himself.

These two Second-Prize-winning translators deserve congratulations on excellent submissions, and
we look forward to seeing the fruit of their promising careers as literary translators.
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