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Event Report
Kawakami Mieko’s Breasts and Eggs:
Gender and Translation

Moderator: Hitomi YOSHIO
(Waseda University)
Moderator, Coordinator: Juliana BURITICA ALZATE

(International Christian University)

The Center for Gender Studies (ICU) together with Professor Hitomi
Yoshio (Waseda University) arranged a virtual conversation with author Mieko
Kawakami, and translators Sam Bett and David Boyd regarding the latest novel
Breasts and Eggs (Europa Editions and Picador, 2020), with a focus on gender
and translation. In the middle of a global crisis due to COVID-19, online
gatherings have become an alternative way that brings people together from
various places and at different time zones at once. Near 400 people joined our
webinar on October 8th, 2020 from 10:00 to 11:30 am (JST). The conversation
was divided into two main sections, one about translation and one about
gender. We also had the pleasure of listening to a bilingual reading in between,
and one extra reading towards the end.

This event report revisits our conversation with author and translators,

and has been condensed, edited, and translated.

Juliana Buritica Alzate: I have been studying the representation of bodily
experiences by Japanese women writers, including the work of Mieko
Kawakami, and I was particularly fascinated by Chichi to ran, the novella,
published in 2008. Every time I found a short story translated by Hitomi
Yoshio, it was such a joy to read. I would like to give a special shout out to

translators Michael Emmerich and Louis Heal Kawai, who have also translated
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Kawakami’s work into English. The translations of Kawakami’s full-length
novels by David Boyd and Sam Bett are crucial for launching her work on a
larger scale into the English and non-Asian markets, and are already changing
the way in which her work is being received around the world. I met Professor
Yoshio three years ago, and since then we have been discussing the possibility
of hosting an event with Mieko Kawakami to promote her work, and the study
of her fiction from a gender perspective—so I am really excited to be finally
doing this today. Hitomi Yoshio (Associate Professor of Global Japanese
Literary and Cultural Studies, Waseda University) is joining me as co-host,

moderator, and also as Mieko Kawakami'’s interpreter.

Hitomi Yoshio: I first want to clarify one thing regarding the novel Natsu
monogatari and the translation Breasts and Eggs. There has been some confusion
among readers and reviewers because of the English title. The novella that
Mieko wrote in 2008 is titled Chichi to ran, which translates to Breasts and Eggs,
and is significantly shorter than the current English version. Breasts and Eggs
published in 2020 is the translation of Natsu monogatari, which is around 543
pages in Japanese. It is a completely rewritten work. Of course, it takes several
characters from the original novella, and it takes on some of the same themes
and scenes, but Mieko regards it as a completely separate work that she
rewrote in 2019. That said, it is really exciting that this novel version of Breasts
and Eggs is out in the world with these beautiful covers in both the US and UK
editions.

We would like to start off by asking Mieko a question. How has this whole
experience been for you? What was it like revisiting the 2008 work, writing

Natsu monogatari, and having it published in English for a global audience?

Mieko Kawakami: Before writing Natsu monogatari, I already knew that several
countries had bought its copyright. It was the first time in my career to write

with the idea that the work would be available globally. Of course, that does
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not mean that I was writing it in a way that is translatable or that I adjusted
the content to the translation; but, it was not a surprise to me that the novel
became translated. As I have written constantly for years—and my work has
been translated and read globally too— this publication feels like an extension
of that process. Since the publication, in interviews and various reviews, what
strikes me is that it seems like readers are discovering new aspects about Japan

that they had not expected before.

Hitomi Yoshio: Now to the translators—How was your process of co-
translating this work? There are so many elements in the book that add texture
in the Japanese language, like the Osaka dialect for example, but also, the
humor. How was your experience working together? Are there any episodes
that you would like to share that show how you tried to address these

translation challenges?

Sam Bett: David and I did not divide the book into chapters or cut it in half.
We split it up between dialogue and non-dialogue. David went through and
did a translation of the dialogue, as well as the journal entries by Midoriko.
Then, I would come in and fill in; it was like an engineering project, like
someone comes in and puts the pipeline in, or like building a ladder. The order
became contorted and flipped many times, so sometimes I would go first. I
think the most important is that there is no golden rule. We did not know how
it was going to work going into it, because we have never done it before, but I
have reached the conclusion that when you are doing a co-translation, the first
and most important thing is to have a good working relationship. In terms of
the process, it is important to divide the translation along preexisting lines;
you could probably find some kind of topographical feature in the work that
would make it possible. The reason why this was helpful is because if you
already have a difference in register in the prose, and a different translator is

doing the first draft of that material, then the contours of the original are more
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likely to shine through. I think it provides, from the first step, a way to stay

closer to some of the finer textures of the original.

David Boyd: You should try to find those natural lines in the text. And that’s
not common practice in co-translation. Most of the time, they break it into
chapters. I don’t know many examples of people doing what we’ve done, but
it was presented to us as an option and we took it. I've spoken to a couple of
translators from Spanish, who divided the text they were working on into prose
and poetry as a way of focusing on different elements within one text. There
being two of you, you might as well use that to your advantage. In Natsu
monogatari, there are different writing styles at play, and we tried to take
advantage of that in our process.

If you're going to co-translate, the first thing you want to know is what
you're getting into, to know the other person’s writing style. Sam and I have
very different styles. Everyone has different styles. I think Sam is a more
literary writer than I am. And for me, working primarily on the dialogue, that
meant getting into a very natural voice. I imagine we’ll say more about Osaka
dialect later, but there was a lot of dialect in the dialogue in the first book. At
the same time, I think it’s kind of odd to talk about it as “dialect” because,
really, for the most part, it’s Makiko and Natsuko. It’s really about the two
sisters, and occasionally Midoriko, who uses some dialect in her diary entries.
For me, when handling those scenes and handling dialect, my main concern
was to find a natural voice, to make it sound like something you’'ve heard a
million times before. Not to make it sound “other,” but to make it sound very
familiar, like two sisters speaking. I'm not from Osaka, but even to me, it

sounds like they’re having the oldest conversation in the universe.

HY: Since you brought up the Osaka dialect, let’s hear more about it. The
original novella, Chichi to ran, is full of Osaka dialect, and that was partly what

made the novel so unique, resulting in the work winning the Akutagawa prize.
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So, Mieko, when you were rewriting it into a novel, did you make any
conscious decisions about how much Osaka dialect you wanted to bring in?
And also, working with the translators, did you discuss how dialect should be

translated?

MK: In the novel version, the narration part is completely in Tokyo standard
speech, and the dialogue, especially between the three women from Osaka, is
in Osaka dialect. The novel is divided into two parts, and for Book Two, the
setting is Tokyo and is mostly written in Tokyo’s speech. Just like the readers,
at first I was also curious about the challenge of translating the Osaka dialect.
When the original novella came out, there was a translation workshop in
Norwich, and many translators took on the challenge. There, I understood that
there will be as many translations as there are translators. So, one way to
translate Osaka dialect would be to replace it into another dialect in the target
language. But the truth is, even when speaking about “Osaka dialect,” there is
a big difference between the spoken and written forms of dialect. So even
though Osaka dialect is certainly a specific dialect, the dialect element is not
necessarily the essence in this novel.

When it comes to the three women from Osaka speaking in Osaka dialect,
the most important element is character interpretation —how they lived, what
they wore, what they saw, how fast they spoke. David and Sam thought so
from the beginning. Before agreeing, I actually suggested that the Osaka-dialect
dialogue should be translated in rap form; I suggested we do it like a Kendrick
Lamar’s rap (laughter). But both Sam and David were like, “No, Mieko. Sorry”

(laughter). After that, we started talking about character interpretation.

SB: When we were talking about how to get at the spirit of the dialogue, or the
spirit of the book, I came up with the term “early voices.” I was thinking of
when I was growing up, when I was at the barber shop when I was five, when

I'was walking home from school. It is the sort of language that you hear earlier
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in your life, when you don’t have an academic or intellectual framework from
which you view every world event or life. Later in life, maybe you go back to
your hometown, or you talk to your mother on the phone; the speech patterns,
vocabulary, sentence structure—all these are compositional elements that a
novelist can use to create an atmosphere of familiarity by evoking those early
voices. I grew up in Greater Boston in the suburbs, and David grew up in the
middle of L.A., so we are pretty much at opposite ends of the United States, at
least geographically. But talking about those early voices was really important.

Another piece that I think is crucial in any translation project involving
dialect, is identifying the work that the dialect is doing. We talked a lot about
what I would call the difference between an “insider dialect” and an “outsider
dialect.” An insider dialect could be defined as that by which you are being
brought into a community. The dialect is welcoming, maybe it’s playing with
you, maybe it’s joking, but at the same time, it’s not blocking you from what is
happening. An outsider dialect does not have to be used by an outsider, but
the intention is not to invite, necessarily. It could be used to mark a speech, to
create a barrier or a boundary. Historically, dialects have been used in fiction
in that kind of outsider category, to marginalize or humiliate communities. The
last thing we wanted to do was humiliate the characters or the author. More
importantly, in these scenes with these people talking, these speech patterns,
the way they are talking feels absolutely natural to them, so if anything, the
part of the book that should feel like a dialect would be the rest of the book,
the parts that are not dialect. For these characters, their dialect is closest to their
heart. So it would be a huge mistake to make that part zanier, and the rest

neutral.

DB: I've thought about this for so long, and I know before I even get started
that my ideas are not going to come out properly. First, when the three of us
were talking about this in Tokyo, the things that really mattered to me were

rhythm and speed. Those were the things that I wanted to focus on. Also, I
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didn’t want the three women to sound the same. If you force them into a
smaller box of language — the same box—they’re going to sound the same.

It was very important to me that Midoriko got to sound like Midoriko. I
don’t see her as particularly animated. She’s having a lot of emotional
experiences right now, and she’s not speaking in a way that one would
commonly associate with the characteristics of Osaka dialect. She’s from Osaka,
I know, but in her diary she’s exploring some dark material. For me, it was
important to set that up properly. You get a lot of Midoriko’s voice in diary
entries that are interspersed throughout Book One. She’s basically saying,
“Dear diary, I'm gonna write about eggs, breasts, and all these things that I'm
really giving a lot of thought to right now, things that are happening inside my
own body. Before I was born, I had X number of eggs inside me, and that
number is just dropping over time. My body is changing, and I'm paralyzed
by all of this, it scares me.” I didn’t want her sounding cartoonish or poppy.
She was the character that I most identified with, so I felt personally attached,
and I really wanted her to come across in a particular way. When you get to
Chapter 7, you get an entry where Midoriko first learns from her mom that
they’re going to see Natsuko, her aunt, for the first time in a really long time.
And Midoriko basically starts it out by saying “I guess I'm kind of excited...”

17

Then she says “Actually, I'm super excited!” I really wanted that moment to
shine, that moment where you actually get to see her —it’s done so cleverly. At
first, she pretty much says “I'm not excited,” so it sounds consistent with the
Midoriko we’ve come to know from previous entries. Then all of a sudden,
you see how she’s very, very excited when she’s not battling with these issues,
with her mom’s desires...I could talk about just Midoriko for days.

But now, since we're discussing dialect in translation, we should also
mention Louise Heal Kawai’s Mancunian translation of a short excerpt from
the novella that was published online by Words Without Borders. A couple of

reviewers have compared that against what we’ve done. I definitely wanted

to say, one giant misunderstanding is that Breasts and Eggs is Mieko’s first book
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available in English. Ms. Ice Sandwich, translated by Louise, came out first. Ms.
Ice Sandwich is an amazing book, and amazingly translated.

I'have a personal connection to Louise’s translation from the novella, Chichi
to ran, because it came out of the exact workshop that Mieko was talking about,
nine years ago, in 2011. There were ten of us, and we were all working on a
section of the novella together. In the original novella, dialect actually requires
a different approach. We all started, I think, by doing a “common” English
translation. Then Michael Emmerich, who was leading the workshop, said
“Hey, aren’t we missing something rather large? What can we do about that?”
And Louise volunteered, took what we had, and converted that into Mancunian
dialect. She then built on that, went far beyond what we did in the workshop,
and created a more detailed sample from the novella. If you read Louise’s
excerpt from this book, you'll get a really good sense of the novella. Personally,
I think that the role of dialect is very different in Chichi to ran and Natsu

monogatari. Quite different.

Here Mieko Kawakami reads an excerpt from Natsu monogatari, followed by
Sam Bett reading the English translation. The narrator uses Osaka dialect

interspersed in her entry of monologue as she slips from reality to dreams.

MK: I'm a big fan of James Joyce’s Finnegans Wake. I read it in the Japanese
translation by Naoki Yanase. Clearly, Joyce’s original and Yanase’s translation
are different texts, but, as a reader, I felt confident I was reading Joyce. This is,
of course, an illusion, but, such moments of illusion create a sense of trust,
which is a really important aspect when reading in translation. In most cases,
when it comes to translated works, you may feel that the translation is a kind
of approximation of the original. But as I was reading, as best as I could, the
English translation of Breasts and Eggs—its dialogue and phrases—I

experienced many such moments where I felt my voice was conveyed.
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SB: The whole time David and I were working, we were imagining Mieko
reading aloud the book like this. I think this is the first time that we actually
sat down and read a passage side by side. But we have spent hundreds of hours
in the headspace, so it is kind of trippy how this just happened in real life. It

is really beautiful hearing you read. Thank you.

DB: It’s always been more of a thought experiment than a reality, so it was

interesting to have that actually happen.

SB: We did not use an equivalent to dialect, but one thing that David and I did
do a lot was try to find places in the Japanese where we could take sounds and
bring them into English. I realized that the very first word of both passages
starts with “sono uchi” and we made a deliberate decision to start with “soon.”
That was not a mistake nor a coincidence. It is something David is very good
at, and I sort of learnt from him. When possible, we would try to bring
coincidental sounds like “namae” and “name,” which sound similar. I think it
is worth doing when the sound is very important to the original. Some people

might think of it as mischief, but we think of it as fun.

JBA: Thank you for sharing your thoughts and about the writing and
translation process, and for the readings. It is certainly a different experience,
as a reader, to hear the different voices rather than reading by yourself, in you
head, with your own accent. This was great.

So now, we would like to move forward to the gender part of the
discussion, that is not unrelated to translation. So, the first question, that you
may have already heard before, is: Does it matter that Natsu monogatari was
written by a woman and translated by two men? From an academic point of
view, there is research, like the one I do, on women writers and how gender
affects the promotion and reception of literary works. So how about the gender

of the translators?
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I will go ahead and list some of the other topics that we can address as
well. This novel is now famous for depicting challenges that women face in
this patriarchal society, challenges faced by single mothers, experiences by
survivors of abuse, detailed depictions of the female body experience, like
menstruation, reproduction, and birth. So, for all these reasons, it deals with
gender issues, and some of us would say that it is a feminist work. So, do
feminist authors write feminist works? Does that make you feminist
translators? Has your experience of translating this work changed your views
of gender and society, have you gained knowledge about the issues addressed
by the novel like reproduction, artificial insemination by donor, and surrogacy?
How do we contextualize all these themes—are they specific to Japan or global
themes? You are promoting this publication online in 2020, in the middle of
the COVID-19 pandemic, so I am also wondering about your experiences
promoting this work and if there are any experiences you would like to share

with us?

MK: I have been very thankful for all the reviews about the work. Since today’s
theme is gender and translation, I would like to start by saying that I don't
think the gender of the translators is related to, or has any effect on the quality
of the translation. Translators are not stage directors. Perhaps, the pain that
Natsuko feels can be read distinctly as a woman’s pain. I believe that I write
about that extensively in the original Natsu monogatari, so I don’t see any
problem with having the two of them translating this aspect at all. There is the
original text to refer to.

Based on the reader’s gender, a work may be read in a different way. But
does that mean that all women can understand what all women writers write?
Can any woman then translate that work into a different language? That’s not
really the case. We should first ask about the translator’s reading ability and
language skills; gender alone does not offer any special guarantee. The

relationship between the writer and translator is very special. It involves a
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unique relationship of trust. It is different from the role that the editor plays,
or a friend; it is difficult to put it into words. We are not co-writing per se. I
have a really special trusting relationship with my translators.

When I was talking to the agents about whom to ask to translate Natsu
monogatari, I thought one of the most important factors was the generation. For
instance, I could have asked a famous, well established translator of Japanese
literature. Then, I'd have an idea of how the translation would turn out based
on their experience and achievements. I didn’t do it this way. For me, it was
really important to create something new together with someone of a similar
age as me or younger.

There are many characters that appear in the novel, though there are some
male readers who have said that the male character are not fully developed.
These readers are simply not familiar with the way male figures are being
depicted, because it is a new type of representation. If you write a novel on
today’s reality as a woman'’s first-person narrative, there is a level of realism in
the way male characters are being depicted in the novel.

And so, when thinking about translators, what was important to me was
“culture” —how they experience the world around them, what kind of music
they listen to, how they read and interpret books, what kind of sensitivity they
have. And, of course, gender is also included in it. When the three of us talked
about several books and experiences, I felt very close to them. I remember
when we were talking about sentimentalism and emotion in the novel, and
that was one of the moments when I felt impressed by both of their responses.
For me, their judgement, and what, how much, and in which ways they think
about the novel and translation were key priorities. Again, gender affects one’s
attitudes, but the act of translation is to transform an original text into another
language. A translator is not a stage director discovering and adding new
gestures and meanings for things and bodies. It is a job concerned with “words
that have already been written.” That said, if we're not talking about the quality

of a translation, but about the context and the structure of the publishing
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industry, then we’'d need a different perspective.

SB: One thing that Mieko said was this idea that she felt good about what she
had written, so having it translated was not something she was concerned
about. I think that is a really important point, and this conversation points to
the nature of what translation is. It is not reading. Mieko was mentioning how
a translator plays this special role. Translation is not really reading, and it is
not really writing. It is definitely not generating something from your own
imagination, right? I would like to describe translation as this—If writing is
making decisions, then translation is making decisions about decisions. So, if
we have Mieko’s decisions to start from, then I think we are in good hands in
that case.

I would also say that Mieko made us feel like she trusted us from the
beginning after choosing us to work on the book. We did a tryout, and felt
really confident going into it knowing that we had her faith. After the book is
out, the book becomes its own entity, outside of even Mieko’s sphere —like
Yeats has this idea about the poem becoming a star in the sky, separating from
the author. So, in terms of post-publication, it poses a separate set of questions.
But when we were working on it, I don’t remember any points where we felt
lost, or outside of the universe of the book. You asked, Juliana, if we learned
anything, and of course we did, not because we are men or not, but because

this book has so much to share and teach.

DB: The first thing I would say is, I think we should really point to Hitomi,
who is right here, and presumably has a different perspective on this, which I
would love to hear. I always thought that the real challenge here was translating
Mieko. She’s not an easy writer to translate, and that’s not really because of
gender. Everything that I was thinking about during the act of translation was
rhythm, speed, the way Mieko constructs a sentence. There are a lot of elements

in her writing that resist immediate or direct translation. They require doing
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something rather significant. On that, I have many more thoughts, but I really

do think since Hitomi is here... If we can ask her for her thoughts?

HY: Thank you David. I have been translating Mieko’s work since 2013. There
is a literary journal called Monkey Business that has recently been relaunched
as Monkey, edited by Motoyuki Shibata and Ted Goossen. It’s a wonderful
publication that introduces contemporary Japanese literature to a global
audience. I was first asked by Moto to translate Mieko’s work, which was an
early experimental piece. I was aware of Mieko, but I was living in the US at
the time, so I had not read her work extensively. I love Mieko’s early
experimental pieces that are difficult even to read, let alone translate. But that
was the kind of challenge that I loved taking on as a translator. So ever since
that first piece, I was lucky to be able to choose my own piece to translate, and
every time I would choose something poetic. Mieko is known as a novelist now,
but earlier in her career she was writing primarily poetry, or prose-poetry. I
think that’s a really different task or attitude towards translation than when
you translate a novel. For me, what I love about translation is to take something
deliberate, textured, impossible to translate, and somehow take it in, digest it,
bring it out into the world in another form that, hopefully, conveys that spirit
of the original. I hope that by reading the English translation of the poetic,
experimental pieces that I translated, the readers could encounter and
experience this interesting writer that is so sensitive to language, gender issues,
and women’s bodies. As you can see from this conversation, Mieko is a
wonderful person to work with who cares deeply about her translators. We

have a lovely relationship. And so, I think she makes our job a joy as well.

DB: I completely agree with you that Mieko makes our job an absolute joy on
a daily basis. One thing I would like to add is a slight modification to what
Mieko was saying, because Mieko is Mieko. So, when working with other

authors, in terms of this “special relationship,” it’s always a special relationship,
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but it can be special in very different ways.

SB: I would like to call attention to a completely outside view even in the
question of Japanese translation, or translation in general. Books are translated
in so many different circumstances. If you are translating a dead author, for
example, you are going to have a very different relationship with that author.
You cannot go out and sing karaoke with them. That is a huge difference, and
it is also completely different if there are two people translating the book. But
most importantly, books are not written alone. You could argue that a book is
written alone, right? Like someone sits at their desk, writes a book, and then
publishes. Maybe no one edited it, you can imagine that. Especially with self-
publishing the way it is today. But, in fact, there are a lot of people involved.
There is one person’s name on the cover, but it is worth interrogating this kind
of auteur theory that we apply to film studies as well —where the director is
the creator, and everyone else is a kind of worker. Translators have not always
had the visibility that they have in the social media age. But the fact is that
books are products that are put together by publishers, companies and authors
working together. All this said though, once the book is out, and we are doing
events, and I am posting on Instagram, it looks like there is maximum three
people involved in the entire process, right? No one thinks about our wonderful
editors or press people at Europa, or in the original Japanese side too. I do think
it’s important that people, younger readers looking at this, ask who the
translator is. I think it shows that as a culture, the United States, does not really
talk about translation, and we have a long way to go in terms of how critics
discuss translations. Whether a critic does their homework or not, whether or
not a critic checks into the details of the original. Critics don’t have to know
the original language, but I do think that they have responsibilities to think

about translation as a process.

JBA: I am looking at the clock and unfortunately, we have run out of time. Do
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you have a last message for our viewers, any words of advice for translators

or for aspiring writers?

MK: I want advice myself...!

SB: I almost actually bailed on my study abroad year. I was frustrated and
wanted to finish my English major. But I wandered around, sticking around
in Japan, and look at me now. I just wanted to share that I remember being in
Osaka, in Umeda station, seeing all these posters of Mieko after winning the
Akutagawa Prize, and thinking, “Talk about being a celebrity author!” Japan
really cares about literary celebrity. And I didn’t think I was ever going to be a
translator, but that was only ten years ago. If you are studying a language, and
you really love that language and you work at it, there are ways to become a

translator. It’s easier than becoming an astronaut, so that’s good news.

DB: Just do it. I mean, if you want to translate, just do it. There’s really no
advice to give, other than get to work. There are no excuses. You should just

translate.

HY: There is one last question I would like to end with: What are you working
on now? Could you give us a preview of the next book? David and Sam have
been working on a new translation of Heaven, so we can close our event with
a reading from the original published in 2009, and the English translation that

will come out in 2021.

MK: I can’t believe it has been eleven years since I wrote this novel. The story
involves a boy and a girl in middle school, and the scene is when they first go
to a museum together. One of the main characters is a girl named Kojima, and
whenever she feels confused, she has a habit of cutting. This is written entirely

in the language of Tokyo.
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DB: Just two quick things first: this is a work in progress, and I love this book

to death...

Here Mieko Kawakami read an excerpt of Heaven and David Boyd read the same

part in English, and then we closed the event.






