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First of all, I would like to express my sincere joy at the establishment of a contest focusing
on classical Japanese as of the 9th JLPP translation competition. It is my sincere hope that
this contest will help foster translators of Japanese literature who will be able to introduce
classical works to a broader audience.

My first task after being asked to be a judge for the Classical Japanese prize was to select
source texts for the competition. We initially floated the idea of assigning haiku, but I
thought it would be difficult to select works that were only verse, so I suggested “haibun,”
a hybrid form combining poetry and prose. Since this is the first Classical Japanese contest,
I wanted to pique the interest of a wide array of applicants. It was hard to locate works
by well-known literary figures that have not yet been translated into English. We eventually
decided on a suitable work by the haiku poet Kobayashi Issa. In the hopes of doing justice
to Issa’s poetic voice, we paid close attention to the poetic aspects of the submitted
translations, whether a given line be poetry or prose.

Grand Prize: Abe Yoko

The translation flows well and clicks from the beginning, meeting a high standard of
quality. Accurately captures Issa’s humorous nuances and casual tone.

I especially appreciated the opening prose lines of poem “Yase Zakura”, translated as

“Everywhere the fields and the trees have greened overnight with the blessing of the rain
and the dew,” which strike an elegant tone and utilize commas to great effect: “Today,
again, word goes round of cherries, cherries in bloom.” This transitional effect does an
exceptional job of conveying the essence of haibun, which is a combination of haiku as
poetry, and prose. It was a natural and adept translation that I have not seen in other
contestants. That said, I had the impression that the overall tone and atmosphere is too
graceful for Issa's haibun and the text somewhat lacked sharpness and tempo, while some
seasonal words were not used to their fullest potential. This was a pity, but even so, the
judges came to a consensus that this submission would be given the Grand Prize.

Second Prize: William Fleming

I highly praised this work and thought it stood a chance of winning the Grand Prize.
Above all, it had the good tempo and humor that are so characteristic of Issa, and the
haiku was translated in pitch-perfect fashion. Haiku is derived from waka poetry and yet
has a different flavor and style from the sort of waka poetry associated with the imperial
court. This submission was written in an English voice that dutifully embodies the feel of
Edo literature.



Today, many readers will think of haiku as three-line poems, since this is perhaps the most
common form for the style. In the case of this translation, “cutting” the poem into three
lines showcases the sharpness of the poetry to great effect. The use of dashes is another
aspect of the same expert use of form. I also appreciate the inclusion of romanized
Japanese words in the submission. I think this is an effective way to share the rhythms of
the original language (Japanese) with English readers. The fifth and sixth lines of poem
#76 are particularly strong.

The fact that the translator added annotations drawing clear lines to the Chinese stories to
which Issa’s poetry alludes showed the translator’s great care and acumen. If it was up to
me, #129 would have won the Grand Prize.

Second Prize: Sameeha Anwar

I recommended this work for third place, though it should be said there was a stark
difference in quality between the works awarded first and second prize and the remainder
of the works, including this one. Many aspects of the Classical Japanese were not properly
understood, and some portions of the haiku were mistranslated. Nevertheless, in the spirit
of this being the first Classical Japanese contest, we decided to give this work a Second
Prize. A strength was the translation’s sharpness and tempo, both of which are crucial
characteristics of haiku. The choice of the word “ripe” in the first line of poem #76 was
contested by the judges (“Today, once again / The air is ripe / With rumors of cherry
blossoms”), but it was deemed that overall, the text does an adequate job of conveying
the tone of the original, though a bit more care and attention is required in digesting the
classical grammar.

It is unfortunate that none of the translators recognized “night dew” in poem “Kojiki no

shussan iwai” as a seasonal word. It is one of Issa’s key terms as it appears in his well-
known haiku;
“being dewdrops,

our earthly live,
and yet...a dew drops”

It would have been appropriate to put some emphasis on this word that has become so
tirmly associated with the poet’s work.
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