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Each year, I'm bowled away by the works of fiction and nonfiction the Japanese Literature
Publishing Project’s International Translation Competition asks translators to tackle.
Translation seems to me a task whose pleasures grow and deepen in precise correspondence
to the intricacy and intractability of the challenges it presents, and without exception these
JLPP texts register quite high on both scales. Idogawa Iko’s “Mai homu” and Kishimoto
Sachiko’s three essays were no different in this respect from previous years’ selections, though
the particular challenges they presented were thrillingly unique. “Mai homu” invited
translators to create a headlong, jumpy style in English that mimicked that of the Japanese;
the essays required the skill both to read and to write between the lines, and to fold subtle

sense of humor into carefully casual, nonchalant prose.

Grand Prize: Rebecca Graham

The translations by Rebecca Graham that took the top prize met all these challenges with
flare and panache. The driving prose of “Your Forever Home,” transitioning seamlessly from
one scene to the next, from narration to speech and back again, shows what a skilled
translator can do when she claims for herself the freedom to wrize in English, shaking off
any pressure she might feel to tame the stylistic quirks of the original. Indeed, while I admired
the bold inventiveness of “Mr. Rivers” and “Mrs. Brooks™ as translations of the Japanese
names Arakawa and Shibakawa, I would have preferred to see a similar skepticism of the
need for localization here. Ms. Graham’s renderings of the three Kishimoto essays were
notable for the sensitivity with which they filled in information that was only implicitly

present in the Japanese texts, getting the balance just right.

Second Prize: Laura Ikeda

Laura Ikeda also did a wonderful job crafting a compelling prose style in “Home Sweet

Home.” Some sentences felt as though they could have benefitted from subtle tweaks—the



repetition of clauses beginning with “it” in the first sentence, for instance, felt to me like
bumps on a runway, though I soon forgot them as the story took off. She translated the
essays persuasively and with nuance, revealing an attentiveness to implicit meanings and

resonances, though there were a few small slips.

Second Prize: Nicolas Keen

In “A Home of My Own,” Nicolas Keen takes an approach to “Mai homu” different from
that of the other two translators to be recognized: electing not to maintain the long,
careening sentences of the Japanese text, he breaks them up, and uses italics to mark speech.
His version of the text creates a momentum, though, that recalls the Japanese in its own way.
The essays were marked, in my mind, by precise, thoughtful, and sometimes nicely surprising
word choices, and by an impressive, effective restraint. Occasional misreadings were, to my
mind, more than made up for by the writing, and will surely become less of an issue over

time.
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