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This year the entries were probably the best I've seen, which made it even more
difficult than usual to decide on the prizewinners. 20 finalists that came to us
deserve commendation of some sort. Perhaps for the entrants it will be helpful
to know how one of the judges (me) went about coming to a decision.

I went through several stages in the process of judging. I first read the original
works a year before the contest, when we choose the kadai sakuhin. Then I read
them again a few months ago, before the meeting to decide on the prizewinners.
After this second reading, I turned to the forty entries themselves.

First, I read through all the entries for a specific work. If a particular passage
sounded very good in English, I went back to the Japanese and double-checked
that it was accurate, both in general and in small details. If it was, I made a
large red check next to that passage. (If it was really superb or daring, I
sometimes added an exclamation mark, or an exclamation like “Wow” or the
like.) Likewise, if something was awkward as English, I marked that with a

(1t

pencilled “awk.”, or if there was a mistake with an “x”.

In this first reading, I read all the entries for one kadai sakuhin at one go
together, so I could compare them easily. (Incidentally, by doing this, I could also
see how many contestants had opted to choose each of the works. I was glad to
see that many people chose Hiroin no namae because that was the kadai
sakuhin that I had recommended and I knew how many challenges it posed,
with all those seemingly untranslatable names.)



In the next round of reading, I sorted by contestant, so that each contestant
had both of their entries read side by side and compared. For example, one
person might have a wonderful rendition of Fiction Category but a so-so one of
Criticism and Essay Category. This created another kind of difficulty.

As I said the quality of the entries this year was very high. The result was
that there were very few mistakes of importance, so I quickly discarded that as
a basis of deciding. Instead, in the next to last step of the process I am
describing, I took out a yellow highlighting pen and had a wonderful time
highlighting the passages that I loved. I especially looked at the notes I had
made in the margins, which indicated which were the nansyo for each piece
—for example, that wonderful long sentence (a deliberate allusion to the first
long sentence of Higuchi Ichiyo’s Takekurabe) at the beginning of 7bkyo
Shosetsu, and the tanuki image at the end; the wonderful comic passage about
Sumire in Hiroin no namae; the transition from global warming to jealousy at
the beginning of Mina no shitto; and that pesky word omoitsumeru in the
Tanikawa essay. I remember especially how the grand prizewinner got the tone
of the Mina no shitto so perfectly. He dared to use a kind of dialect and much
slang, but in such a way that it felt right.

Next, and as the last step, I went over the entries again, to see if the number
of highlighted items accorded with my overall feeling about the entry. “My
overall feeling:” that is a vague term, so let me try to clarify.

All the time I was doing the reading and rereading and notating described
above, I was also listening carefully to the sound of the prose, asking myself:
does this prose have the feeling of the original’s prose? That is the crux, the
point of it all.

I will try to be even more specific. Through doing all this reading and
rereading of the translations this year, I came to feel more strongly than ever
before that there are two kinds of translations. One 1s what I call a report
(genbun no naiyo wo hokoku suru) and the other is what I call a rebirth (genbun



wo saisei suru). There is a world of difference between the two. In the first, the
translator seems to be reporting on what the original says (genbun no naiyo wo
hokoku shite iru yo na insho wo ataeru). This is competent but not exciting.
There is a quality of “about”(7 /377 k) about it, as if it were a summary of the
content. Transitions may be unclear, little words left out, words that the English
reader will not understand are not glossed. This kind of translation may be
accurate in many ways, but it is really only a few steps removed from a
word-for-word translation.

In the other kind of translation, what I call a rebirth, it seems that the
translator has stepped inside the work and is speaking from inside it. You feel
that their voice has merged with the author’s, and that the original has been
reborn (saisei sareta) in another parallel universe. You feel you are hearing it
just as it is, raw, unmediated. In texts which have a very strong individual voice
this is especially important.

When the translator steps inside the work and speaks as one with the author,
you have a translation that can be read and reread with pleasure. Such
translations may have small mistakes but they do not matter because the
essential thing, the voice, comes through. All the translations that won prizes
have that quailty to some degree, some more than others, but it is an ideal all
can strive for.

How best to develop that ability? There must be many ways to do so, but
surely part of it involves reading the kadar sakuhin aloud as much as you can
and then, as you translate, to keep reading your own translation aloud.
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