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Translating Matsuo Suzuki:
Acoustic Masks and Tone in Mashin Nikki
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Abstract
This paper deals with the translation of Matsuo Suzuki's play Mashin Nikki, which

was commissioned by the Japan Foundation as part of the Japan Foundation Project for
the Translation of Contemporary Dramatic Works. Following some background information
about the play and the playwright, the paper goes on to look at specific problems
encountered in the translation process. One of these is the creation of acoustic masks, or
replications in English of the style and speech patterns of each character. The second is the

challenge of maintaining the tone of the original play in an English translation.
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Introduction

This paper examines a translation commissioned by the Japan Foundation as part
of the Japan Foundation Project for the Translation of Contemporary Dramatic
Works”. Translation of the play Mashin Nikki commenced in the summer of 2004 and the
final version was made available to theatres and presenters abroad through the Japan

Foundation website Performing Arts Network Japan® in May 2005.

It is recognised that no translation of a play (as Sirkku Aaltonen® so eloquently points
out) can be any more than the starting point for a version that is finally produced only
when it has become the property of, and has inevitably been altered in some way by, stage
directors, dress and set designers, sound and light technicians and so on - even before the
contributions of the actors themselves. However, to honour the intentions of the Japan

Foundation “to create a repertoire of contemporary Japanese plays that can transcend
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national borders and be appreciated by foreign audiences”? the translation was approached
in a manner that avoided any hint of adaptation and that sought to convey, as accurately as
possible, the original script as written by Matsuo Suzuki. This posed particular challenges

for translation, some of which are examined in detail here.

Matsuo Suzuki and Mashin Nikki

The image projected by Matsuo, who is active not only as a playwright, but also as
a novelist, columnist, actor, director, illustrator and television personality, is one that is
specifically designed confound, sometimes to shock, and often to amuse. Even his adopted
name is an example of this. Having chosen a first name that is also a common surname in
Japan, Japanese speakers hearing the name for the first time have difficulty working out
which name is which. His website ® is filled with cartoon caricatures of himself and other
members of his theatrical company Otona Keikaku, literally translated “adult plans”. His
latest book project is Hakai, a manga cartoon written with Yamamoto Naoki ® and his
latest film project, a starring role as Irabu Ichiro in the comedy film In The Pool, released in
2005. He is often to be seen as guest on popular Japanese television shows.

None of this however, means that Matsuo Suzuki is in any way a lightweight. Born in
Fukuoka Prefecture in 1962, Matsuo studied at Kyushu Sangyo University and worked in
an office for several years before devoting himself solely to the theatre from 1988 with the
formation of Otona Keikaku. Through the 1990s, the troupe became increasingly popular
in the “Small Theatre” scene with the production of plays that particularly appealed to
young audiences, through their portrayal of tragic-comic situations facing ordinary people
in modern Japan, and using exaggerated styles and quirky characters. In 1997 Matsuo was

awarded the Kishida Kunio Drama Award for Funky! Uchu wa Mieru Tokoro Made Shika

Nai and his play Kirei won the 38" Golden Arrow Drama Award in the same year.

In an interview given to Amazon Japan to publicise his book Girigiri Days Matsuo
describes the work of an actor as follows: “You can’t put on a play unless you go about it
seriously; the curtain won't go up unless you're at the theatre on time. As a performer, this
is where the crunch lies. It's make or break within a specific set time. You need to have both
the seriousness of a salary man and the anarchy of a performer. You need to be both serious
and able to take the piss at the same time.” ”

This balance of seriousness and irreverence also applies to Matsuo's work as a playwright,

and specifically to Mashin Nikki. It is a balance that is open to misunderstanding. His

grotesque and often bizarre style of expression has sometimes been taken to be unconnected
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with the reality of everyday life. In fact, Mastuo often uses this kind of style to make stern
criticisms of the realities of contemporary Japanese society. The four freakish characters of

Mashin Nikki, two brothers in their 20s, a young woman and an older woman, play out a

drama which is full of comedy, violence, bad language and sexual explicitness. The play is
designed to both shock and entertain, but also as a comment on problems such as alienation
in Japanese society, and the problems surrounding sexual relationships and marriage.

‘The action takes place around the brothers’ electrical workshop, both in the workshop
itself (indicated by a metal wall drawn when needed across the stage) and in a prefabricated
hut where the younger of the Tsujiyoshi brothers, Michio, has been imprisoned by his elder
brother, Akitoshi, for raping a young woman, Sachiko. Akitoshi, with his illogical sense of
responsibility for his brother’s rape, has married Sachiko and the three live together at the
workshop as an awkward family unit. They are joined at the beginning of the play by an
older woman, Keiko, who comes to work part time at the workshop. It turns out that Keiko
was once a sports teacher at junior high school and taught Sachiko, saving her from being
bullied by training her as a long distance runner.

Michio, who also didn't fit in at school, has begun to eavesdrop on those neighbours
whom he believes are preventing his return to ordinary society because of their prejudice
against his lack of success, by fitting listening devices into electrical goods that they bring
to the workshop to have fixed. Keiko is attracted by Michio, whose actions make him
“scum” in her eyes and therefore just the kind of man that she is looking for. They begin a
passionate sexual relationship as she becomes his “machine number three”. Eventually she
becomes pregnant with Michio's baby.

Meanwhile, Akitéshi, always somewhat unstable, begins to become increasingly so
and starts regularly to beat Sachiko. Eventually Sachiko has had enough of him and asks
Michio to run away with her, preferring him of the two brothers even though he raped her.
Michio can’t — for one thing, he is chained to the floor of the prefab. Akitoshi comes into the
prefab while Sachiko and Michio are making their vague plans to escape and, afraid of his
violence, Sachiko batters him (she thinks to death) with a hammer.

Keiko returns to the scene with practical plans to cut up Akitoshi's body and feed it
to his pet crocodile which is kept in a pool behind the workshop. As they are about to start
this, however, Akitoshi regains consciousness. Apparently not realising what has happened,
he is pleased to see Keiko, Michio and Sachiko and goes off to find a camera in order to take
a “family photograph” of them all together. Meanwhile, Sachiko remembers how she hated
Keiko at school and they begin fighting over Michio.

Sachiko hits Keiko unconscious with an axe just as Akitoshi returns, not with a
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camera, but with petrol and a lighter to set fire to the prefab. He warns Sachiko and Michio
to escape, but of course Michio cannot as he is chained to the prefab floor. Just as the fire
is about to be lit, Sachiko finally finds the courage to cut Michio's chains with her axe. She
however cuts off his leg instead. At this point, having regained consciousness, Keiko returns
and manhandles Akitoshi into the pond where it seems that he is eaten by the crocodile.
Akitoshi in fact escapes from the crocodile, although it has bitten off one of his testicles,
and returns to the prefab. There is a brief “family reunion”, but Keiko, irritated as always
with Sachiko, casually breaks her neck. Taking the initiative in her usual practical way, she
borrows Akitoshi’s lighter and sets out to burn down the houses of the people that Michio

feels are prejudiced against him, setting him free to leave the prefab and find a job.

“Acoustic Masks”

One of the key points in translating this play, and indeed any play, is the successful
transference of the idiosyncrasies of each of the characters through an English version
of their speech patterns. Anthony Vivis talks about the importance of this, quoting Elias
Canetti, the Bulgarian-born German novelist, essayist, sociologist, and playwright, who
was awarded the Nobel Prize for Literature in 1981. “To distinguish between different
characters’ speech patterns,” writes Vivis, “Canetti would speak of their ‘acoustic mask’. He
argued, and certainly demonstrated in his text, each character’'s choice of words, especially
the recurring patterns, the rhythm and the idiom or dialect each character uses, marks
out that particular character as vividly as any visible features. Unless a translation can
recreate such acoustic masks, the language is likely to remain at worst cardboard, at best
wooden.” ¥

Each of the characters in Mashin Nikki has a strongly idiosyncratic style of speech and
action which demand the creation of acoustic masks which reflect this, but which also avoid
turning them into mere caricatures. Michio, for example, is described as anarchic, acts
violently and has deeply quirky characteristics. In the scene where he is first introduced
we see him farting as a weapon against his brother who is trying to wake him, stuffing his
mouth with dry cornflakes and spitting them out all over the stage, shaking up a can of
coke and spraying it over the room where he is chained.

He argues sensibly with his brother, however, his scorn drawing attention to Akitoshi's

ridiculous and pompous speech. Consider this exchange, which follows the antics described

above:
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7THFRY BIZIEBEZ. DOAKVEDTERZIIANSZA, EvFa3Ivy - A
RUF =)D AR) F—)VDE % BPHERWVEDICRTANSIEA,
BEZ, TIHEMZoTVIH D, i, FHDHEVED, HN, ANY A —
WPEERDMSETCRICK > THRDEVED, TOEEMNEHT S L5
WOBET AL, BREOEIOAMEWVS DR

IFE HloFOD DL, DIFDOMATWVWT EEABRETRICEZ S (KDa—5

5EIREH)
TEFErY e B, o, TERATR?
IFE J. BATE > TRA XK,

TFERY BRERTEOEVVHAANLEST-ELVWEREEZGHEICHi 7L, BFXX
MFo | Dol
FA ZNRAEFOE?H. RUAN [PV w X - EBEVEZvE] Wo TV
X7z ®

AKITOSHI You sit there reading “Top Lad”, you get to a bit you don't understand
and it doesn’t bother you in the least. That's what an artist does. / can’'t
read something I don’t understand. So I lose out. Because I'm a normal
person.

MICHIO You don’t half talk rubbish first thing in the morning! Wiping the coke up
from the floor.

AKITOSHI - Oi! Crap?! What do you mean, “crap”?

MICHIO - I didn’t say “crap!

AKITOSHI When I bought that beautiful picture off the long-haired foreigner at the
station and hung it up in the entrance, you said “crap”!

MICHIO How long ago was that? When The Police were still popular.

The key in translation here is to capture both Akitoshi’s ridiculousness and Michio’'s
scorn. The first has been attempted through the use of short, not quite connected sentences,
for example, “That’s what an artist does. / can’t read something I don’t understand. So I
lose out. Because I'm a normal person.” This echoes the rhythms of the original and creates
a similar sense of the ridiculous, rigid pretension of Akitoshi. This use of ShO‘I‘t, not quite
connected sentences is used in many parts of the play in the acoustic mask that is created
for Akitoshi (see also below).

In contrast to this, Michio's answers are rather dismissive and scornful. This is conveyed

in the Japanese partly by the rough, masculine speech patterns used (TEx%%],1E-
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T4 % & ] ). Although there is no easy equivalent in English I have attempted to convey
the same feeling through the use of sarcastic, slang expressions that might well be used by
a young man in a similar situation ( “You don’t half talk rubbish” ( ‘rubbish’ as appose to
‘crap’ to convey Michio’'s sense of superiority and because ‘crap’ comes up in the next few
lines) and “How long ago was that?” ).

Much of Michio’'s speech is rough and violent and is therefore translated using the full
force of rough violent language that might be used in English: [ JF8#) BFICHT 2% ->T
EolU2hAN I MELAELEDZIZLS |1 “Violently. 1 fucking told you not to
open the fucking window! How many times do I have to fucking tell you!”

However, it mustn’t be forgotten that there is more to Michio's character than his
anarchy and violence. In common with other characters in the play he is adrift from the
mainstream of Japanese society, but would like to rejoin it if only he could. In his rough,
man's way of speaking, there are flashes of an almost boyish enthusiasm. He admits
to Keiko that he understands Sachiko because he himself was bullied. But if only he
could manage to change, away from all the people who know him, he could maybe make

something of himself':

—BTEDNOTATVALBNBF YT X—>TDIRE, BhEMHITVEDEATRE
£, TE, THRATLEBAMELIL K, &, BLE->THL. VWOM, F¥v5
JRA—BATRAESLB->THDT, £, TOEDIKIF. BOEFNETOF ¥ 57 X—
ZHIS TOBWM, WERWEFTICfTh A Esabhaz e

The speech patterns that reflect his earnestness and his enthusiasm 7z, &/Lh&> T
5L1,T%, #0D7z%icid | and these are conveyed in English using expressions that also

have an almost childish enthusiasm to them:

Once you're the type of person that gets bullied it's hard to change. Look at me though.

I might not look it, but I'm really going to go for it. I've got a suit and everything. I'm

going to change one of these days. I'll have to go somewhere where nobody knows me.

Akitoshi also has depths that go beyond his pomposity as mentioned above. He is insecure
and is deeply aware of his lack of education and low position in society. He wants to be part

of a happy family but yearns to be a rebel at the same time. Consider this speech:

(BIC) AT VIE—AR I REDOAWATFVYIRE—A N EBZTZHT>BDaAUXYICKT
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LPFEEWVWISBDOTATRFIEBAETH L, (FAIKEBITH) SRBWERZT Lk,
BRAICERET A RICEDTATL, (BEDICIEEL) B, Bt ?

Calling out in the direction of the back of the stage. Oh, Miss Kageyama! Miss
Kageyama who went to university! When you’'ve got changed, please come to the
conveyer belt. My wife will show you the procedure. Whispering into SACHIKO's
‘ear. I'm being polite to her now but she’ll soon see the only-went-to-high-school side of

me. Points to himself. Ha! I am such a schemer!

In translating this, Akitoshi's awareness of Keiko's status as a university graduate
is conveyed in two ways. Firstly, in the translation of [ KZ D /4 7 ¥ < & — A 1, “Miss
Kageyama who went to university!” but also of the phrase [ 9 B5DU A TINFIEEZ I M
5] . The phrase [ 9 D71 7| is common but in Akitoshi's case, it may reveal a certain
need to impress through the choice of [ 7 A 7 | as a word borrowed from English (often
used to express the fact that the speaker is aware of the potentially discriminatory sense of
other Japanese expressions), rather than one of the many other words for wife in Japanese.
Akitoshi is trying to convey his education and status, while feeling unsure of both. This is
expressed in English by the use of the phrase ‘my wife’, which is somewhat formal but
falls short of the Japanese, strengthened with the formal sounding ‘procedure’ (similar in
tone to the Japanese [ FJIH ). Using these two expressions in the translation, the sentence
in English sounds, as in the Japanese, that Akitoshi is awkwardly trying to impress.

This contrasts with the slightly ridiculous phrase [ B % % 1 F | conveyed in English
with an equally awkward ‘only-went-to-high-school side of me’ and the following
self-satisfied sounding &, IKLE7Z& D], the [72& D] being translated in English, as “Ha!
I am such a schemer!”

Akitoshi’s references to the four characters as a happy family come often in the play.
His wistfulness though comes through perhaps most strongly in the first scene as he
remembers with Michio a visit that the family made to the “jungle pool” when the two
of them were children (before he himself was locked up by their father, and when their

troubles had yet to begin).

R T To Yy Y IIVER. BEZ. MbWeoslchd, 440006 BEHH
5—bBw—T, b, KEEEH, SAA OO SENHE—Bw T, BHNL DIF,
bh., KEE>tkd P
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*You cried, remember! The whole family goes to the jungle pool and you burst into
tears. [Mimics Michio crying] “The water's coming out the lion’s mouth!” We were a
family. And my little brother goes [Mimicking Michio again:] “The water’s coming out

the lion's mouth!” And my little brother was crying and we were a family, right?”

Here Akitoshi forgets his pomposity and anger at Michio and we feel his longing
through his mimicking of his little brother ( BFMWT%—%5w—"T] ), his reference to 55
and the drawn out and wistful [ 7x & | . This is conveyed in English through the repeated
reference to “my little brother -+ my little brother” and the tag question, “right?” begging

confirmation and reassurance.

There's a similar feeling to Akitoshi's assertion that he's a Hell's Angel (I #EH% 1)
even though he doesn’t break the speed limit:

2FF o T, HIEESF>TURA
7F Y A

o

IFAL BELTHRVLERA

il

TFE MY A—RZ—F50F0TE, 120F 0L TAHRDICT %55 TWVH DI,

RERB?W

MICHIO But you never even break the speed limit!

AKITOSHI No.

Pause.

MICHIO So how can you be a Hell's Angel?

Pause.

AKITOSHI Well, it feels like 120, even when I'm only doing 50. --- So I'm a Hell's

Angel, right?

Here, a tag question, “right?” is used again to express the sense in the pause &7
{Tomene %% 5 TWI D] and the assertive, but not quite sure [ 725 ? ], that Akitoshi is
looking for reassurance when his brother is making fun of him (although it doesn't take
long for him to lose his temper with Michio and return to his bullying).

Another strong character, Keiko, also has moments when she betrays a softer side to

her nature. Keiko is proud of her “scientific nature” : (B> SHRREN DL, - A ?
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“I was always more science than arts. -- Problem?” She prefers the job of factory worker
to teacher because she knows exactly what she is being paid for, loves Michio because she
knows exactly what he’s worth (nothing) and is continually frustrated with Sachiko’'s
vagueness.

Keiko's speech is generally characterised by its to-the-point brevity. In one of her first
lines, she reacts to Sachiko's excitedly remembering her from junior high school with the
comment, [ %54, FA. HEU2GWIFE, AMcEhbNT EHWVLNS ™. Keiko's
matter-of-fact way of talking, in direct contrast to Sachiko's excitable and emotional speech
is contained in this line in phrases such as [72A 94,1 , BB U»&WFEJand [T &5V
75 . In English, this translates, “I' m not surprised. Nobody ever forgets me. Not that I'm
particularly proud of the fact.” which echoes the rhythm of the original while making use
of the nonchalant and matter of fact phrase “Not that I'm particularly proud of the fact”
(which may or may not be spoken in truth).

Short sentences continue to be used by Keiko even during a long, self-revelatory speech

that she makes when she realised that she is pregnant with Michio's baby:

RoEV, HOELEIHAbM B &, #i, HFRLIEEE, BAD, Do, Z50
5. IKEDHBZBEN, SEFI3Fb, TCER, B BAALTFEW

The moon is beautiful. [I could never get my head round visual beauty, but] when I was
pregnant before, I thought I could. A kind of floaty feeling ---. Like now. Soon wear off
though. -

Again, the English must echo the rhythm of the original, but it is important to express
something of “womanly” qualities that Keiko is expressing. One way that this is done is to
indicate an enjoyment of her sudden understanding of the beauty of the moon contained in
the Japanese [ XD 3] This is expressed in English using the emphasis of “is”, giving
the same feeling of sudden realisation and enjoyment. A second device used is the choice
of the word “floaty” to translate [7K&J Although the use of an expression such as “moist”
may be closer to the meaning of the original, “floaty” has more of a sense of unreality ( “-
soon wear off though” ) and femininity that is necessary here.

Sachiko's character is in direct contrast to that of Keiko. She herself refers to this as
their being [EL#¥ |'” | an unusual expression in Japanese that requires an unusual English
equivalent — in my translation “polar opposites” was chosen, partly because Keiko talks

later in the play about the two opposites meeting as though they have both travelled round
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the world to reach the same spot again.

For much of the play, Sachiko's speech is characterised by a kind of squealing
excitement. For example, as Keiko somehow manages to put together the electrical parts on
her first day at the job, Sachiko responds excitedly, [ ZWV W | R0 i3t T9,
Fh. FAEZDIC 2 HhD > 72DIC 1™ . “Cool! That's so cool! Mind you, I'm not surprised
Miss! It took me at least two days!”. The enthusiasm is expressed in the “Cool! That's so
cool!” together with the sense of Sachiko’s youth (also seen in the expression [T Z\Vg
TV ] ). The rather problematic phrase 21X D L4 IX /4 TF ] is translated “Mind you,
I'm not surprised Miss” giving the same weight to the relationship Sachiko has with her
former teacher as is conveyed in the original Japanese.

Another example is when Sachiko is at her most relaxed, dressed in a swimsuit and
playfully shooting the other characters with a water pistol in a scene of relative calm before
things begin to fall apart. Keiko having asked her if the swimsuit she is wearing is really

the same one as she wore in junior high school, she replies playfully and excitedly:

FFLTKIEE—, B BTle, HELENTREKCSY YA - by— T ALTED
ShD&, BBEFZ I BEFR ! (F—LOKETFFVICHFE) FrvFry?®

In a sing-song voice. Sor-ry! Darling, you know what? I once nearly drowned and Miss
gave me mouth to mouth! I got tongue where he gets tongue! Squealing excitedly, she

splashes AKITOSHI with water from the pool.

In this case, some of the effect is conveyed using stage directions: “In a sing-song voice”
and “Squealing excitedly”, “squealing” being perfect to convey the excited sound of [
¥ F % v |. The main problem here lies in Sachiko’s excited repetition of [ &+ X | —
the idea of second-hand or shared kissing. The slightly lewd, very slang expression “give
tongue” has been used here to convey Sachiko's excitement at sharing a sexual experience
of Keiko with Michio, leading straight into Sachiko’s squeal and adding to her sense of
excitement.

As in the case of the other characters however, there is more to Sachiko than meets the
eye. Although she spends most of the play squealing excitedly, making silly embarrassed
jokes or apologising, there are flashes of a deeper strength. Having had enough of Akitoshi’s
cruelty, she asks Michio to run away with her, only to hear Michio use the excuse of his
chains to explain why he can’t. At this point her speech patterns change, working up to the
abrupt and strong [RFHEND K, HAKLSLRHII]
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TFa HATEDREA, —EFNETTRENK
Ea’-j— ......
YFa 5, BHZV, BAKDFN, KEBEVDX, HAKLRHEEZ ™

SACHIKO He's never going to take them off, your brother.
MICHIO
'SACHIKO See?! You're not even surprised. God! You two make me sick!

The English here reflects the Japanese ( [1Z 5 |, “See?!” ) while strength is added
to the final part of the line through the use of “God!” and the angry and disgusted “You
two make me sick!” The resulting translation is as unlike Sachiko’s ordinary speech as the

abrupt and strong Japanese.

Tone

In his extremely practical guide to literary trénslation, Clifford Landers enshrines the
appreciation of tone when translating a work in his “Twelve Commandments of Literary
Translation” : “Thou shalt perceive and honor register and tone, that thy days as translator
may be long.” 2V Tone, he explains as “the overall feeling conveyed by an utterance, a
22)

passage, or an entire work, including both conscious and unconscious resonance.”

The tone throughout Mashin Nikki is generally fast-paced, earthy, with aspects of

black humour, the ridiculous and the grotesque. This poses particular challenges to the

translator.

The peculiarities of the tone of Mashin Nikki are very soon clearly seen in the opening

scene, where Akitoshi is trying to wake his younger brother Michio. First of all, this

hurried, rather ridiculous speech of Akitoshi:

WD Hi> TV DX, RZFNARITEEIFEEENDIARE>TT MG, BFE, ¢
TIBLSEDITLES UL BV ETA LRRETATILVEZIRV. ThU.
EBXRELEDT . THIVIELAB Lekkh, BETEHS5, B, BXALEE
bV, TOEHEEREA, COEHEICHLTAL I LES, ZLTHEEAIE. HE
DB

This calls for something rather less than a literal translation, but one that reflects the

absurdity of Akitoshi as he addresses his sleeping brother:
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---To death of telling you. Once I've put the light on I'm not telling you to stay asleep,
you know. Oh no, oh no. But I'm not saying get up. Oh no. So, why've I put the light
on? So you'll get up. But I'm not telling you get up as well. Listen to this though. This'll

wake you up.--

In this translation, I have attempted to retain the rhythm of the original while
emphasising the slightly pompous but ineffectual aspect of Akitoshi's speech by translating
the repetition of [ X 7%\ ] with a repeated “Oh no, oh no.” As Michio mumbles, ignores
his brother and turns off the light, Akitoshi becomes increasingly frustrated.

We are given this unusual stage direction:

2FA, BHhEVEE, BERD,
TFF—RETICEEEIBENE -T2,

Michio doesn’t move, but farts loudly. Michio takes his unwillingness to get up to the

point of anarchy.

Akitoshi reacts with the following speech.

FECTREZT 5! REAE BWIRWE, BV, BEX,. TN RAK?
FAIAAER, Th, RORI Ush—&k, MR, oAk, —HHERICWS
CRICELKTABRTITAIRERNDTT S, BEZA DTLUL2RVWEAIRIDRE,
KA, REZL-THF, th®

Don't fart! I --- God that stinks! Fucking hell you stink. What the ‘:- Are you trying to
kill me? This is worse than a fart. It's fucking animalistic! How can you stand it here
all day farting like this?! God, you did that one on purpose didn’t you! You're trying to
fucking kill me!

In this speech that three particular challenges in establishing the tone of Mashin
Nikki become clearly apparent. First of all, is the matter of establishing the strength of
language used. Secondly, and closely related to the first, is whether to adopt overtly British,
American, or neutral language patterns (bearing in mind the objectives of the Japan
Foundation Project for the Translation of Contemporary Dramatic Works). Third is the

challenge of translating the peculiarities of the Japanese used by Matsuo in this play.
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At this point, let us look at these three points in more detail. First of all, the strength of
language, by which I mean the use of taboo expressions, sexual expressions and expletives.

It is commonly held that Japanese contains no “swear words” and certainly there is a
lack of blasphemous expressions as well as a much less rich vocabulary of scatological and
sexual expressions than in English. However, in a consideration of tone, the translator must
aim for an effect that is both natural and as close to the original as possible. In much of the
play, the original is particularly strong, violent, earthy and even shocking to a Japanese
audience.

The expression in the speech quoted above, IR\ | B iz, U, Bl Th. KA ? ]
could be perfectly accurately translated “It smells bad! It does smell bad. Oi! You... what is
this?” However, to use this translation would be to ignore three vital things: the characters
who are speaking (their age, sex, social class and so on), the relationship between the
characters involved in this exchange, and the effect which the line is designed to have
within the specific exchange, the scene in which it appears and the play as a whole.

In this case the characters are young, male and working class. It is soon clear (and is
indeed an important aspect of their characters) that they are not particularly well educated
and have led rough and at times violent lives. In punishment for raping the woman who has
become his wife, Akitoshi has confined his younger brother to the stifling prefab, chaining
him to the floor. The speech comes as Akitoshi's frustration at his brother increases, and
following the stage direction, “Michio doesn’t move, but farts loudly. Michio takes his
unwillingness to get up to the point of anarchy.”

Clearly, we are in a situation where a restrained but literal translation would be very
far indeed from accurately expressing the intention of the original Japanese. The language
used by young, working class men in the situation described would be very likely to make
liberal use of blasphemous words and expletives, which I have adopted, even though there
is no direct equivalent in the original. In translating the phrase, (R | Wik, B, B
Bi. ZHh. TATE? 1, as “God that stinks! Fucking hell you stink. What the...” the tone is
maintained, and the speech of remains natural to the characters and true to the intention
of the author.

“Thou shalt fear no four-letter word where appropriate”, is Lander’s twelfth
commandment.’” As the action unfolds, the sometimes violent, sometimes shocking form
of Japanese used in the dialogue calls for a similar level of English, naturally achieved
through the use of “four-letter” words, even though there is no equivalent in Japanese.
Here is another example where the language used is coarse, of the type used mainly by

men, and which is being spoken by an excitable Michio, (again following a rather strange
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stage direction):

(g ray F2E@3BIEo o) ETEA Lehih, B4, B EVT 31 &,
BEZOC AN, MELBEobr0RINDK,®

This could be translated literally thus:

For some reason, he has begun throwing cornflakes around. You are a monster, aren't

you. Beast. Hey, don’t misunderstand [me]. I don’t think anything of you.

That the language is rough and of the type usually used by men is seen in the
constructions ... U»RZxH ] ,[..T5%&L] and ... BoBrWRIHN 5], coupled with
the word [ &4 ] (beloved of first-year students of Japanese as the language’s ‘only swear
word’, literally meaning ‘beast’ ). The following translation is much more accurate in

maintaining the tone of this:

For some reason, he's begun throwing cornflakes around. You fucking witch! Don't get

the wrong idea. I don’t give a toss about you!

The coarse and masculine tone of the language has been maintained by expressions
such as “fucking witch” (a translation designed to cover both the meaning of N} & A J
and the strength of [ &4 ] ) and “I don't give a toss about you!” for [BFEZ DT LA
M fEEBobo0iAN 5% . I have also, however, used phrases that are peculiarly
British. A point to which I will return.

Translating strong language used by the young men in the play poses less of a problem

than translating other forms of strong or sexual language. Consider this exchange:

YFaDE R, iz, oEEDRIEINVTT &
TFEEVDE ENMBEWEEMSIAL»HEVL D

This is challenging in that Akitoshi is, somewhat unreasonably, telling Sachiko not to
use “dirty language” even though her line contains only the word X\ ], a somewhat
vulgar but not offensive expression meaning “dangerous”, or “dubious”. Although Akitoshi
tells her that the language is “dirty” “for a woman”, the language that she has used is

otherwise of feminine speech patterns ([43. &7%7z. J) and ends in the polite form [ T3 & J.
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In order to convey a certain vulgarity but not of a level that is either out of character
for Sachiko in this exchange, nor too strong for “feminine use” in general, I have translated

the exchange as follows:

SACHIKO'S VOICE But darling, that poor bugger -
AKITOSHI'S VOICE  Hey! A bit more lady-like if you please!

This is not a literal translation of Sachiko’s line, but maintains the emphasis on her
sympathetic feelings towards Michio which are part of the point of this exchange (her next
lineis NEFAETA, &5 1ELDEINTATIT L, &5, FRFIEWVTT ] “Poor Michio's
been chained up for a year now. I think it’ s probably enough, darling.”). The word “bugger”
in British English is no longer considered overly vulgar, but there are some who might still
consider it inappropriate for a “lady” to use.

Finally on the subject of strong language, is the challenge of dealing with sexual
phrases where the choice of English expression can make a great deal of difference to
the tone. At times, a relatively neutral expression is used in Japanese and can be used
also in English. Just before Keiko tells Michio about her four centimetre clitoris (which,
bizarrely, Sachiko goes on to sing about “7b the tune of ‘Over the Rainbow’ "), she uses the
expression [+ Z A L72] % This can be adequately, and easily translated as “had sex”.

Posing more of a problem is the Japanese expression [ I F | . This is a common,
slang expression that has the connotations of lewdness, as oppose to the much more neutral
expression used above. Sachiko uses the expression when she interrupts Michio and Keiko
having sex in the prefab. [Z® A%, Ty FD&HEH|* . In addition to the fact that, for
some reason, Sachiko enters “a bloodied bandage tied round her head and -~ holding a
dish piled with marshmallows”, there is something comical as well as slightly vulgar in
this expression. It is rendered, “Sorry to come in when you were having it off " maintaining
the vulgarity and ordinariness of the phrase together with the slight comic lewdness that
accompanies both the phrase [T 59 % | and the British idiom “have it off.”

Before I go on to discuss the implications of using such a peculiarly British expression,
there is the problem of translating a different form of sexual language, this time not
overtly vulgar, in the slides that appear at points in the play, projected on to a screen and
fundamental to the action as the “Machine Diaries”. As Michio and Keiko slake their lust
(and as Sachiko is further abused by her husband), the following expressions are used to

describe sexual positions used by Michio and Keiko and are projected as slides : [{EH AL - 1%

0L - AT TEARAISE, T TEEahA - MEES $L ) MMIERAL - WmERA TR



90 EWMKEMARE F48EE25EE8TS THITHELI0R
F) NEsRBEAL) TEmer/EEAL MaifENmE RN Sy E/EAL. Becoming more

and more exotic, elaborate and down-right difficult-sounding, the slide that follows this
list reads, [ 254, i L EEFED 5 1% . These would probably not be easily understood by a
Japanese audience, without the helpful Chinese characters which give some graphic clues.
They have no easy equivalents in English and the translator can do worse than choosing to
let his or her imagination run free while maintaining the exotic tone and working up to the
punch line: “[We try] [The missionary position] [We do it sitting down] [We do it standing
up] [We do it doggy style] -* [We do it on the table] [We sixty nine] [We do it on the floor]
[We do it lotus style] [We do it crab style] --- [We do the wheelbarrow] [We do the hungry
snake] [We do the crouching tiger] [We do the hanging monkey] [Michio’s hurt his back
and his neck]” Most of these English versions are simply made up and do not necessarily
bear any resemblance to the Japanese, but as Matsuo intends in the original, they lead
effectively to the punch line, thus effectively maintaining the tone.

The difficulty with using strong, sexual or otherwise taboo language is that the effect
that it has differs very much depending on the culture of the listeners. This is particularly
the case amongst British and American speakers of English. For example, while British
people recognise the term “motherfucker” as an expletive, much of the potency in the term
is lost when a British person uses it in a British accent. The user can sound merely as
though he or she is aping an American with an effect that could even be comical. A similar
effect can be seen, for example, where an American speaker uses the term “bugger” (used,
as quoted above, in a speech by Sachiko).

Translations made as part of the Japan Foundation Project for the Translation of
Contemporary Dramatic Works should appeal to speakers of all kinds of English. For that

reason in my last translation, of Iwasaki Masahiro's Koko Kara Wa Toi Kuni, I aimed for a

neutral style which was neither overtly American nor British. This is not to say, however,
that the adoption of a regional form of English (as oppose to a somehow “international”
form) might be off-putting to an audience from other regions. Bill Findlay, in his essay,

Translating Into Dialect writes that “Wonderful though the English language is, as a

translation medium it can have a homogenising effect on foreign work translated, which
can in turn disfigure the original work.” *” A “neutral”, “international” form of English
would certainly have this effect on the tone of Mashin Nikki.

Not only did I feel that the use of strong language necessitated the choice of a regional
(for example, British as oppose to American) form of English, but I also felt that this
choice was also related to how much the language is class-related. The more language

is class-related (in Mashin Nikki it is generally very working class) the more it tends to
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contain regional idiosyncrasies. To preserve the tone of the play and richness of Matsuo’'s
earthy, often rough language, I have chosen to use British English, in which I am most
comfortable as a translator, to accurately convey the nuances of the original. This could also
of course have been achieved in American English, or even (and possibly with great effect)
in Scottish English such as that used by Findlay, in Welsh, or another form of regional
English.

Having made the choice to use overtly British English, I found that it suited the
translation extremely well. One particular example was the translation of [7t4 ] as used
by Sachiko when she is referring to Keiko. It is difficult to find an equivalent of this word

when it is used in the place of a name, for example, in Sachiko’s line:

BEMCZ TR THOEVAAKRCTE, BUHLET, - Hlo TAD?HEE, FEET.
FV W I ETITo A oD &, P

The word “Miss”, as used by (particularly working class) English school children suited

this exactly.

I've been remembering a lot of things since Miss came. --- did you know that Miss was

an Olympic standard athlete?

There's a childish feel to this which suits the strange relationship that Sachiko has
with Keiko, seeing her as a teacher even though she has graduated from junior high school
some time ago. Most often, there is a note of deference in this, but not always by any means.
Slightly mocking, she exclaims when she finds that Keiko is the owner of a mobile phone [
ENaF v )L ®® . “Trendy Miss!”

Coupled with the use of “Miss”, there were other expressions used by Sachiko where a
translation in British English was particularly suitable. Having just met Keiko, Sachiko is
filled with excitement. She expresses this in such a way that her excitement seems rather

over the top, childish and comical at the same time:

BH. H., 3V RA?TEES LT, 9. 2bH. {6{59%, BLLALV, £5L

-Z‘r) 34)

Much of this speech is meaningless and is simply Sachiko expressing her excitement.

In English it is rendered:
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What? Oh. Right. But ‘:- Oh this is amazing! Why here? :-- Oh I'm all in a tizz. Why
you? Why here?

The sense of Sachiko’s excitement is maintained with the rhythm of the English, while

the childishness is contained in the, here, comical British phrase “all in a tizz".

Many of Sachiko's appearances in the play are marked by a sense of comedy, where the

audience are invited to laugh at her, rather than with her, at her skittish and rather silly

actions and speech. Here is such an exchange:

A
HF
4o
Y2
42
Y F
i

HF

T ENS, HAKDZ L EMAIZLEESTWVWED?
(52%K)

a2

------ 55 (BZ2U0R%B)

i, FILVEBE TERENELVWIEITRO K
BB, B. BKEWV? (TF3) §¥T—A

(#Ex3) fnwlLg®

The key expression chosen to express the comedy in the situation here is the British

expression, “ups a daisy — both childish and silly and perfect for the character of Sachiko.

Using this expression, the comic timing differs slightly to the original, but with the result

that the tone of the exchange is maintained:

KEIKO
SACHIKO
KEIKO
SACHIKO
KEIKO
SACHIKO

Pause.

SACHIKO

Who do you think I am, all this time?

Hangs her head.

Some kind of superhero?

- Erm -~ She puts her head on one side, apparently thinking about it.
I just want to make new friends in my new job.

Stammers. F ftf friends? She falls over. Boing!

Grunting as she gets up Ups-a-daisy.

The choice to make particular use of British English is useful in translating tone (and

in creating acoustic masks for the characters) throughout the play. This has already been

demonstrated in Michio’'s speech where he is losing his temper with Keiko, proving himself
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to be “scum” in her eyes and thus causing her to fall in love with him. (“You fucking witch!
Don't get the wrong idea. I don’t give a toss about you!”).

Towards the end of the play, Sachiko has decided that, although he raped her, Michio
is a better option that her husband, Akitoshi, who beats her. (“I hate you. But if I had to
choose between you and Miss, and that bastard, you're the one I hate the least. So I want
to run away with you. You said yourself you wanted a new start.”) Michio shows an interest
and fired up by this, she first attempts to murder Akitoshi with a hammer, and then, having
realised that she hates Keiko, begins to fight with her over Michio. In the midst of this,

Michio says, full of wonder,

TFA e EDTH, BERODE>T. HEDHTH ! - ¥35T,. BxR
TWEE57K®

His wonder at this, and the comical effect that this produces, is conveyed with the use

of the British “bloody”, thus:

MICHIO They're fighting -~ Two women are bloody fighting over me! ‘- It's like a

dream come true!

A similar expression is used at the very end of the play as Keiko sets out to bﬁrh down
the town and kill or get rid of all the people who know Michio and whose prejudice against
him, he thinks, prevents him for leaving the prefab and getting a job. He cannot believe
that she would love him enough to go to such lengths and finds it hilariously funny as he

watches the town begin to burn.

IF4 RORM oo, FLIPD RN o | BARLBDI, AHIAKIEL !
DT DIT, BOMBMOTDI, BT KD oz |

IFF, BALLTRELRL,

IFE FFHA7ZH | (my underscore) >

The use of the British expression “bloody” here is ideal to express both Michio’s
amusement at the situation as well as his affectionate regard for Keiko as she goes to such

extreme lengths to help him.
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MICHIO She's fucking done it! She’s fucking well gone and done it! What a
woman! She fucking meant it! She's set fire to the town! For me! So I can

get a job!

MICHIO can’t get over how hilarious it Is.

MICHIO Bloody mad woman!! (my underscore)

This particular translation also has the advantage of mirroring both the explosive
consonants and the intonation of this, the last line of the play.

Finally, on the subject of using British English in this translation, is the use of money
terms in the play. As foreign audiences are not likely to be conversant with the current
exchange rate of a foreign currency (and may not even be aware of what the currency is in a
particular country), it is often not advisable to leave a figure and a currency in the original.
Audiences might have little idea of whether the amount is a large one or a small one.
However, to translate the amount into a similar one in a domestic currency runs the risk of
suddenly appearing to be writing out of context. Why should Japanese characters suddenly
start talking about pounds and pence?

There are various ways of dealing with this. In this translation, I chose to use British
pounds, in one instance with a footnote. Early in the play, Sachiko expresses to Keiko her
contempt for Michio by explaining that not only does he live in a prefab. but he only earns
¥30,000 per month. The point here is that it's a small amount. The equivalent in pounds
(roughly £150 at the time of writing) is also relatively a small amount to earn in a month
and so I have translated the sum into pounds, but with a footnote.

Slightly later in the play, another money expression is used, again to emphasise Michio's

lack of money, as Keiko offers him a small amount to demonstrate his strange way of drinking

Coca-Cola.
TAa I—SfMRBTEL T AETE
IFLEF e NAE->TAUR®RZE
743 1000 BT 5 H 5
IFE e Mt 7E

s £ 95 1000, HIFBHh5H
IFLF e { %5, 1000 *®
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This time, a British slang expression (which also happens to be an equal amount at
the time of writing) has been used. The reason for this is to maintain the rhythm of the
exchange as well as, more importantly, its tone. The tone here is one of comedy, as Michio
reacts with eagerness to the offer of such a small amount, together with a level of language
that is vulgar (on Michio's part) and relaxed. For this reasons, the term “a fiver” has been

chosen:

KEIKO Drink coke. Show me how you drink coke.

MICHIO -+ Fuck off!
KEIKO I'll give you a fiver.
MICHIO -+ You'd better.

KEIKO I'll give you another fiver.
MICHIO -+ Oh shit. - A fiver?

Returning to the challenges of maintaining the tone of the play as seen in the speech
from the first scene quoted above, the third particular challenge that I have chosen to
highlight is that of translating the peculiarities of Japanese used by Matsuo in various
parts of the play. One example of this is that quoted above. Akitoshi says that Michio's
farts are [BRE, BRDOENNFF X ) *. This was first translated as “brutal”’, which conveys the
idea of the smell being that of an animal, as well as its cruel effect on Akitoshi. However,
in deference to the fact that the Japanese itself is unusual and would be striking to the
audience hearing it for the first time, the translation was changed to the more unusual
“animalistic”.

There are several other examples in the play where Matsuo “makes up” an expression
in Japanese, providing a considerable challenge to the translator. The temptation is
often to omit the expression in English or to translate it with one that it immediately
understandable in English. To do this however, would be to lose the all important tone of
the original which must be the translator’s principle concern.

10 4 made-up

Akitoshi has six fingers. He refers to his sixth finger as his [ Ji45]
expression, literally meaning “older-brother finger” and contrasting with [#%5§ | which
is the ordinary word for “thumb”, but which literally means “parent finger”. Ideally, a
translation would incorporate the idea of “older-brother” as well as the strangeness of
the expression. However, I found that the former was impossible, without making the

expression sound even stranger than the original Japanese and thus moving too far away
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from maintenance of the tone. I finally settled for the term “thumblet” a made-up word
that would strike the audience as being strange (to a similar extent as the Japanese [ '
f& 1 would sound strange to a Japanese audience), but the meaning of which would be
recognisable to the audience, and which retains a relation to the word for thumb.

A similar challenge is posed by the strange Japanese used by Sachiko introducing

Michio to Keiko in the following speech:

FADER—ATR>TBEATT, BAZVEETT X, Yovw e a—SnANEE
T. BRAMNAAHICE>TWVWBATT MR, ENLEH, T—T—Bhkbo kg,

A literal translation of the above would result in Sachiko referring to her brother-in-law
as “a man who is like a fart” whose “bottom has become an idiot through eating too many
cornflakes”. Although this is not too far from the right tone, the following, less literal

translation was chosen:

My husband’s little brother works there by himself. He's a right farty pants. All he eats
and drinks is cornflakes and coke and it's made his bum go funny and he just farts and

farts all the time.

This was further adjusted however, bearing in mind Matsuo’'s allusion, through the
repetition of the [ 7 —] sound, to the Japanese slang word for someone who is out of work
or who has no direction in life, [ — % & —]. A similar allusion was made in English by
changing “farty pants” to “arty-farty pants”, suggesting the pose of aimless messing
around such as might be adopted by someone of artistic pretensions.

There are points in the play when Matsuo makes up a strange word or expression that
can be placed directly into English. Two examples of this are found in the first scene when
Akitoshi opens the curtains of the prefab so that sunlight streams in on to Michio. -

Michio responds with the odd line, [ <h——— 1 Y a¥adada——-- o XAT
7%1%? . This is too deliberate an inclusion (particularly considering the comical [#A T7%]) to
be translated (as I first translated it) “Aaaagh---". I finally settled for a reproduction of the
original sound of the Japanese, while keeping the comic touch: “Wow! -+------- Shashashasha
shashashashashashashasha «------ and all that.”

Another example of this is Sachiko's making machine noises as she introduces the
factory to Keiko. Embarrassed at being with her former teacher and slightly threatened by

Keiko's laughing in a “vaguely sinister way~ she chatters on: “What? --- Oh, right, yeah! -
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Funny aren’t they, machines? ‘- Mimicking the sound of a machine. Jigijigijigijigi!” -+ H
B, TH - TTER B> THELANTT &, FAFAP>TIO.

Finally on the subject of “strange” or “made up” Japanese is an example of where
the strangeness is vital to the whole meaning of a exchange. Consider these lines in a

conversation between Sachiko and Keiko:

YFa e HHBIE X
yA4a e &2
ZA MEERBD S,
A4 e BTV ?
YFa fa] ?
rAa EXoDo7?
YFa (EXFVUwT) E5TEWVWNTLED ?

T4 BTED) HRWVEVD

PFa BoWhWb?2RICFN?2FEOE ?
r4a (Fo&h) BLEDBE2WVEWVD

YF o RIFETLLS 2VBLBEEbhsD

A literal translation would be impossible here, but the tone must be maintained. The
exchange is particularly important as it leads to Sachiko’s hysteria over the cruel treatment
of Akitoshi, and to revelations she makes that are important to the way in which the plot
unfolds in this latter part of the play. After some consideration, the exchange was rendered
into English as follows, “made-up” English words replacing “made-up” Japanese ones, and
a similar misunderstanding created, this time through the confusion of “I'll scream” and

“ice cream’:

SACHIKO Ko-kay, let’s start.
KEIKO Ko-kay?
The two of them start work.
KEIKO -+ Can I ask you something?
SACHIKO What?
KEIKO Did you say ko-kay? ,
SACHIKO Hysterical What does it matter what I said!
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SACHIKO Please don’t scream at me just because my pronunciation’s a bit funny!
KEIKO Muttering -~ T'm not screaming -

SACHIKO Ice cream?! Ice cream?! What're you going on about ice cream for?!
KEIKO I'm not screaming at you for anything.

SACHIKO See! You don't like it either!

Here I have probably moved further away from a literal translation than in any other
part of the translation of the play. However, I believe that in doing this, the tone has been

successfully maintained.

In Conclusion

In this paper, I have been able to give only a few examples of approaches that I have
used in my translation to deal with the problems of the creation of acoustic masks and the
maintaining of tone in Mashin Nikki. As always, the explanation of a translation falls short
of properly explaining an action which is (at best) intuitive. When translating something
most successfully, the translator simply “knows” that a translation is right. Explanation of
this can often pose problems, and this is why translation is such an adventure.

David Edney writes of the “great adventure” of translating plays, that “Theatre is a
collaborative endeavour that works only because people agree to listen to each other. By
enabling us to hear voices from another culture,... plays translated from another language
extend that theatrical process of breaking down barriers and making connections between
people.” * It is the breaking down of barriers and making connections between people
that lies at the heart of the Japan Foundation Project for the Translation of Contemporary
Dramatic Works. A translation on the page is only the start of this process. However, if 1
have been able in my translation to communicate the richness of Matsuo’s language and to
convey some of the humour, excitement and shock of Mashin Nikki then I hope that in some

small way, the great adventure of translation will have contributed to this important aim.
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