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Being a Part of the Team— My Experience as a Koten Judge

It was a great honor a privilege to participate as a judge for the first koten translation
competition sponsored by the Ministry of Culture. I had no idea what to expect from the
entries or the other judges, but it was a truly learning experience and helped me understand
more fully what the challenges are in raising up translators of classical Japanese.

The other two judges are both very experienced translators, and I learnt a great deal from
their very different perspectives, and the selection of suitable texts to translate and judging
were done with the greatest professionalism; and as the evaluation of the entrants’
submissions was completely fair, it a very rewarding experience to be part of. All the entries
were read blindly to ensure that we did not know who the competitors were. And even
though the judges often varied in their evaluations of the submissions all the views were
respected and after a lively discussion, consensus was reached as to the winner and

runners—up.

The first part involved the selection of suitable passages of haibun for the competition. In
this selection we had to find pieces that were both suitable for the competition but also
ones that had not been translated previously. For me, as a translator of waka poetry, it
seemed essential to have waka poems as part of the texts to be translated, but it was
decided that they were too difficult for beginner translators so instead haibun was chosen. I
sincerely hope that in the future waka poems will be selected. I think that haiku are in some

ways more challenging and difficult to translate than waka.

As haibun was chosen, it meant that there was a mixture of prose and haiku poems, which
at first sight seemed to be very difficult to judge. But in the case of the entries for this time,
it was the reverse. The reason was because there was not so much difference in the level of
the prose sections of the entries, so I wondered how I could judge them. I noticed that
there were similar problems of usage and word choice in all the translations of the prose,

so I decided that I could not focus on the prose parts of the translations and instead



focused on the translations of the haiku.

For me the effective translation of the haiku was of the utmost importance. I noticed that
because the haibun was of such high quality each haiku poem could be read independently
of the passage as a poem, but at the same time, I could see that the haiku must be
translated to illuminate a key point of the text—each one was like a spotlight illuminating
and deepening the theme of the whole passage. In the short passage the poet manages to
convey delightfully and with gentle humor the pathos of his own existence by implicitly
comparing his life to the beggars and cherry blossoms. Issa’s choice of two impoverished
central images, —the beggars, (who are depicted as more fortunate and richer than others)

and the impoverished cherry blossoms is a delightful meditation on his own ordinary life.

Because the passage is such an outstanding masterpiece of short prose many challenges
faced the translators. And the references and indirect quotations from some famous works

of classical Chinese and Japanese literature create more challenges for the translator.

I paid special attention to the ability of the translators to convey the basic meaning of the
original haiku but also the way in which their translations contributed to the development
of the main theme of the passage. I felt this was an area that all submissions showed some
weaknesses. Some entries had excellent individual translations, but no one managed to
translate all the haiku effectively; their translations of the haiku often lacked an integral
unity, which would be essential to convey in English the full range of the theme of a

passage of such depth and humor.

Furthermore, in addition to translating the poems as integral parts of the whole text I also
felt there was one other important issue—that the translations of the poems must be poetic
to read in English. In that sense I felt that only the winning entry succeeded fully in
achieving all these goals, and her entry also had which some lovely prose as well. But even

for the runners up I felt a great potential, and indeed all the entries showed potential.

All the judges had some very similar ways of evaluating the submissions but also there were
some differences in our approaches too, so it was interesting to encounter differing ways of
evaluating the submissions. I also learnt many special features of translating haiku from
Megumi Moriyama which do not really apply to the translation of waka. So for me it was

also a very learning experience for which I am deeply grateful.



I felt that the most difficult aspect of translating waka poems and haiku is creating poetic
translations and that that will be a perennial topic for discussion. I also hope in the future
that the competition will be a fruitful way to attract young translators of Japanese classical
literature and help to launch their careers. But I am not sure if it is possible to teach the
way in which to make poetic translations. And I recall the words of the lately deceased

Tanikawa Shuntaro who wrote that poets must be born as poets.

And, finally, I extend my thanks to all the participants for the time they devoted to
submitting their contributions. I could feel in them a passion to disseminate Japanese
literature and that is a deeply held passion of my own, too. And congratulations to the

winner and runners up!
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