9* JLPP International Translation Competition:

Classical Literature Category Review

Janine Beichman
Scholar, translator, poet. PhD, Columbia University. Professor Emerita, Daito Bunka

University

The texts for the contest this time wete three selections from Issa’s haibun, none of which
had been translated for publication before. All the selections were quite difficult and
required an effort of imagination to piece together the scenes they described. It was
necessary, of course, to look up many words and references. But beyond that, the
translators needed to make an effort to visualize the scene as a whole and then step inside
and see from the point of view of the narrator (Issa); I call this translating from a place of
empathy. Imagination and empathy are always vital to the translator, but perhaps especially
so when translating classical works. This is because the context and setting are more likely

to be unfamiliar, even alien, to us now.

Grand Prize: Abe Yoko

Abe Yoko’s translation was the most accurate of all the entries on the short list. This was
true both in the prose sections, and in the poems. In fact, she was the only entrant who
translated the poem at the end of the first selection correctly.

Abe’s translation also excelled in its rhythm and cadence and clearly made a conscious
effort to create euphonious English. For example, the use of alliteration (the repeated “d”),
here:

“Reposing side by side, we deliberate on distant cherry trees in bloom.”

There were signs that this translation prized flow highly, striving to make the words pass
smoothly from prose to poetry and then back again. The decision to give the poems in one
line (rather than the usual two or three) is evidence of this, as is the astonishing paragraph
where the flow of the original is reproduced by deliberate lack of punctuation in English.
(The alliteration  of “s” in this passage is no accident and also contributes to the
rhythmical cadence):

“I am sobered by the thought that because Kashiwabara, where I live, is situated in a
remote corner of Shinano, it differs from wealthy regions in that our cherry trees are
scraggy, very much like my own silhouette, they attract no visitors, their blossoms lack

lustre and look something miserable, and set against cherry trees in bloom elsewhere, they



would seem as hermits in mountain retreats.”

Sometimes the diction was a bit too archaic for my taste; for example, the use of “lo”
in “Tea stalls mushroom overnight for lo, the cherries are in bloom” but this was
compensated for by places like the first sentence of “Yase Zakura”, “Everywhere the fields
and the trees have greened overnight.” I had to look up “to green” as a verb, and found it
does exist, but I have to admit that I have not seen it used before. Rarely used, it conveys
meaning instantly.

In sum, this translation has accuracy, pleasing rhythm and cadence, and a sense of flow.
In judging, one has to read very closely, constantly comparing the original to the
translation. As I went through that process with this text, I came to feel that the translator

has a kind of devotion and dedication to language that gives her work depth.

Second Prize: William Fleming

William Fleming paid careful attention to the text and, although there were several mistakes,
especially in the first selection, there were passages that read very well and were also
accurate. For example, the panegyric passage about how lovely the lives of beggars are,
beginning “Ah, but their joy in life must be as that of kings or nobles!” and in the last
paragraph of the second selection, “like recluses who have left the world behind”

This translator’s academic background was suggested by his including romaji for the
poems, and arranging them on the page with the Japanese on the left and the English on
the right, as is often done in academic works.

Probably the best part of this translation was the last selection, where the dialogue

sounded quite natural and I felt I was overhearing an actual conversation.

Second Prize: Sameeha Anwar

In the translation by Jonathan Elias Zwicker (one of the shortlisted entries), I sensed that
the translator had made a real effort to understand the text and to achieve a unified voice
and tone in the prose section, one that was slightly archaic and also somewhat poetic. As an
example of the latter, in the first selection, “a young woman, of great elegance and gentle
soul.”

I also appreciated that Zwicker kept the era name and old names for the months, saying
“Ninth Month,” since Issa is not using the current solar calendar, and then putting the year
according to the Western calendar in parentheses. You can see the effort being made to be

true to time as it was measured in the 18" century but at the same time to keep the



anglophone reader oriented to what the time would be in modern terms.
The dialogue in the last selection was again quite lively and well-done.
On accuracy, the poems scored fairly well in comparison to other entries. Although two

were wrong, and three were questionable, three were definitely accurate.

In Samecha Anwar’s translation, the poem at the end of “Kojiki no Shussan iwai”
(“Lessons learned”), and the second poem in “Yase Zakura” (“Off to see”) were
mistranslated; five were accurate. But one of the poems was omitted entirely. Nevertheless,
in terms of the poems, Anwar was better than Zwicker.

Of the five accurate poems, one was quite free and very successful (“Today, once
again/The air is ripe/With rumorts of cherry blossoms”). In all the entries, this was, if I
remember correctly, the only attempt to introduce some freedom into the poem translation,
and so it weighed very strongly. The more I thought about it, the more I liked it.

The prose in Anwar’s translation, in spite of a number of poor word choices, did have
some inspired choices of phrasing (“mere shadows of their ideal form,” “haggard as
hermits” in the last section), but in general I felt that her grasp of classical Japanese and
English prose style was weak in comparison to Zwicker. However, her translations of the
poems and her poetic skills were superior to that of his translation. Thus one was better in
prose, and the other in poetry. This made it difficult to decide between the two for the
runner-up prize. The ideal would have been to have three runners-up so that both Anwar

and Zwicker were given prizes, but ultimately the decision went to Anwar.
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[ am sobered by the thought that because Kashiwabara, where I live, is
situated in a remote corner of Shinano, it differs from wealthy regions in that
our cherry trees are scraggy, very much like my own silhouette, they attract
no visitors, their blossoms lack lustre and look something miserable, and set
against cherry trees in bloom elsewhere, they would seem as hermits in
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