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Translation as Filter: Yoshimoto Banana’s Kitchen

Mark Jewel (Waseda University)

The ostensible aim of this symposium is to discuss the way trans-
lation can create a kind of "background noise" that interferes with direct
communication. But it seems equally valid to say that translation, through
a process of selection, acts as a filter, reducing background noise in an
attempt to simplify the communicative process. That is the in-through-the-
back-door approach I would like to adopt here: to examine how the reduc-
tion of background noise in translation risks distortion of another sort.

The kind of distortion I am talking about occurs on two levels, which
I will refer to as the "micro" and "macro" levels. To help make my point, I
have chosen as an example the English translation of Yoshimoto Banana’s
novel Kitchen, which has recently caused something of a sensation (and is
selling extremely well) in the United States. You'll find passages from both
the translation and the original on the first two and a half pages of the
handout.

Now, when translation is considered as a process of selection, distor-
tion on the micro level tends to take place as a result of either faulty
interpretation of the original or the failure to establish an appropriate
contextual correspondence between the original and target languages. In
other words, to keep out unnecessary noise the translator must be able
both to interpret the original correctly and to avoid introducing extraneous
elements (a false exoticism, for example, or even an overly scrupulous
literalness) that could mislead the reader of the translation. Seemingly
irrelevant interpretations are discarded, and target-language style is kept
under control.

How does Megan Backus’s translation fare on this level? Quite well, I
would have.to say. With respect to style, for instance, the passage on the
first page of the handout shows how she exercises the translator’s prerog-
ative to omit references that would slow down a non-native reader, and how
she even changes the word pawa (power) in Japanese to read "energy" in
English (presumably to avoid authoritarian connotations). The treatment of
certain adverbs (kichin to) and conjunctions (to wa ie), together with the
introduction of new sentence breaks, also shows considerable skill. These
stylistic differences from the Japanese seem to me justifiable because they
are good English and can thus be said to function as catalysts rather than
as additives. All in all, and despite a somewhat less breathless tone than
that of the original, I think is a successful job.

This is not to say that problems do not exist. The next page and a
half of the handout contain several instances I have found of misinterpre-
tation. Backus has a dog sprawled on a couch instead of lying beside it;
she reverses lines spoken by the two main characters; she uses language
that causes the reader to make false inferences about a character’s person-
ality; she shows a lack of awareness of how people ride on Japanese buses;
and she stumbles over a key correspondence between a dream and real life.
Still, these impurities, as it were, are well within the acceptable limits of a
good translation, and in this case I must satisfy myself by pointing out the
potential for distortion rather than censuring Kitchen as a flagrant example
of it.

I admit to having more serious reservations about the translation on
the macro level, by which I mean the selection of Yoshimoto herself as a
worthy representative of contemporary Japanese fiction. Does this selection
mean that we are to consider Yoshimoto the successor to Mishima, Kawabata,
and Tanizaki as defining for the English-speaking world the essential
quality of modern Japanese literature?



The - problem here involves the process of reception as well as selec-
tion, of course, and in the case of modern Japanese literature that process
seems to have alternated between admiration for Japan’s unique literary
tradition and the impression of a refreshingly modern sensibility. The
former view holds that modern writers continue to concern themselves with
such themes as evanescence, harmony with nature, the subtle depiction of
human relationships, and so on. While this is not the usual interpretation
of Yoshimoto’s work (and will therefore be passed over quickly here), I
might point out that it has indeed been attempted with respect to Kitchen,
with the reviewer commenting favorably on the way the novel incorporates
the traditional concepts of mujo and mono no aware. The result is a
curiously nostalgic view of modern writers that chooses to ignore very real
changes in subject matter and treatment.

This leaves the other, iconoclastic extreme, which would have Yoshi-
moto and other young Japanese writers joining hands with minimalist urban
writers in the West to throw off the bonds of stale convention--Westerni-
zation with a vengeance. This seems to be the dominant attitude at the
moment, and I have included an example of it on the last page of the
handout: part of the introduction from an anthology called Monkey Brain
Sushi. As the title suggests, the editor is bending over backward to make
a point about modern Japanese literature (by the way, the title is original
and does not refer to anything in the stories themselves). It is a point
well - taken, and yet at the same time Japan’s reaction to the West has
always been the basis of defining modern Japanese literature. What is so
new about that? One finally cannot avoid the suspicion that the editor is
protesting too much, and in some cases (such as that of Makino Eri) he can
be seen deliberately to pass over obvious influences from traditional
literary forms.

To adopt, either of these approaches exclusively is to oversimplify the
relationship between present and past in postwar writers generally and
Yoshimoto in particular. For while Yoshimoto is indeed refreshingly new,
her concern with traditional motifs in modern Japanese literature (such as
the relationship between individual and family) identifies her as equally
conservative in several important respects. A more accurate and satisfying
assessment of Yoshimoto would be one that tried harder to take both
aspects into account.

What I am trying to say, I suppose, is that on the macro level I feel
Yoshimoto’s importance has been unduly magnified. While her writing does
have a strong appeal and can by no means be dismissed, careful comparison
with both traditional and contemporary writers (both East and West) reveals
that she still lacks the depth that would place her among the company
listed on the obi of the English translation (including Mishima and Abe
K3bd). To my mind, the success of Kitchen shows that the "macro-filter"
has worked rather too well, and that the view of modern Japanese litera-
ture that has resulted would probably benefit from a little more back-
ground noise.
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