The 8th JLPP International Translation Competition English Section Critique

Allison Markin Powell (Translator of Japanese Literature)

Grand Prize: Rebecca Ann Gade

Upon first reading, Fujino Kaori’s short story [FAlZ & A L A5 72] (Watashi wa samishikatta)
may appear both linguistically and formally straightforward, there are in fact numerous challenges
that the text presents for this year’s translation competition. The narrative is told as an episode from
the narrator’s past and over the course of the story, the narrator herself serves as both oppressor and
oppressed. As the character reflects upon these experiences, the mood thus shifts from amusement
to bewilderment, and invites a subtle balance between the two in order to locate the narrative voice.

The judges were impressed with the simple precision of Rebecca Ann Gade’s translation. The pace
of the narrative was managed quite well. The immediate challenge of the first paragraph—Ilocating

the setting in the past, while also referring to a more distant past—was well met and Ms. Gade sets

an appropriate tone for the vignettes to come.

The next obvious task for the translator is how to render #7#% (shinryoku), particulatly in terms of
the character Kanekov’s attitude toward it. Ms. Gade’s decision to contextualize it as “now that
spring has settled down” demonstrates a consideration of the description that is to follow. It also
reflects an awareness of seasonal shifts—and the narrator’s subsequently stated lack thereof—so I
personally appreciated how this conveys an understanding of lived experience. Similarly, handling

JHIEE (chikan) as both verb and noun by maneuvering between “croped” and “pervert” shows
y g grop p
consideration for what these encounters entail.

There are various physical descriptions in Fujino’s text and Ms. Gade manages many of these quite
well: the gay couple who are the narrator’s neighbors are described as “clingy”; the narrator “sidled”
her way through the crowded train car; the gay man in the elevator “blatantly stiffened” before he
“crumpled and fell”; and in one of the more graphic images, the narrator’s pleasure mixed with rage
is “like a drop of menstrual blood blooming in urine.”

Overall, Ms. Gade’s submission shows a commendable understanding of the text, with thoughtful
solutions and a consistently high standard, and much promise for a rewarding career in literary
translation, though I would encourage her to be bolder and more courageous in future endeavors.
She is to be congratulated on a Grand Prize-winning effort.

Second Prizes: Jo Lumley

Jo Lumley’s translation of Fujino’s text is admirably cohesive. Mr. Lumley too handles the opening
paragraph in a way that deftly set the tone for the story. Another of the challenges posed by the
character Fujino has created here is that she herself doesn’t quite understand or cannot quite
remember the specifics of the stories she is telling, let alone how they might fit together.
Throughout his translation, Mr. Lumley captures well the narrator’s descriptions of her own



uncertainty and frustration, “trying to remember something without even realizing that this was
what I was doing.”

Though it may seem like a minor detail, the judges also noted Mr. Lumley’s novel use of
“unblemished pink” for Z 1L\ 272 ¥ 7 & (kirei) in the description of the old man’s genitals in the
story’s closing scene.

Second Prizes: Lisa Wilcut

Lisa Wilcut’s translation is fluid and harmonious, demonstrating an ingenious, at times bold
interpretative style. Taken as a whole, Ms. Wilcut’s translation creates an imaginative mood and
voice for Fujino’s narrator that she maintains throughout the story. Even the seemingly innocuous
passage about a mother and child on the subway steps is handled with appropriate care. Ms.
Wilcut’s description of the track pants wrapped around Kanekov’s head “like a turban” is evocative
and helps to conjure why the schoolgirls might think this makes her look Russian, though it could
also be said that this interpretation is a bit too far. The same might apply to likening the color of the
new green leaves to “the glow from fireflies.” I would caution Ms. Wilcut to be mindful of the use
of repetition—when it is helpful for the reader as a reference to previous actions and also when the
translation to English necessitates the use of synonyms.

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