PG: Generally, yes, youre aiming at a text that sounds as if
it had been written in English. If it reads smoothly in the
original, then that’s how you want it to read in translation.
And most Japanese novels I've worked on would fit into
that group. If there is some deliberate “otherness” in the
original text, then that needs to be taken into account in
the translation and not necessarily smoothed over. So in
theory the answer to your second question could be “yes,”
but again, the copy editors and editor may opt for some-
thing that reads more smoothly. The final published trans-
lation is the work of many hands, not only the translator’s.

EM: In Murakami’s recent novel, Colorless Tsukuru Taza-
ki and His Years of Pilgrimage, published by Knopfin 2014,
one can see your mark from the beginning. Here are the
first two sentences of the novel:

From July of his sophomore year in college until the
following January, all Tsukuru Tazaki could think
about was dying. He turned twenty during this time,
but this special watershed—becoming an adult—
meant nothing.

You used the word “watershed” rather than the literal trans-
lation for: ZAH, “kizamime,” meaning “notch mark.”
You discarded “notch mark,” bypassed other possibilities
such as “milestone” or “turning point.” “Watershed” brings
very specific associations with it.

PG: The literal translation or standard dictionary defini-
tion just doesn’t work here. I can’t recall if I came up with
“watershed,” or perhaps it was the editor. | may have started
with “turning point” or something like that. I have a vague
memory that I did. The point comes across easily in Japa-
nese, since age twenty is when one officially becomes an
adult, but I felt something clear and unambiguous needed
to be put here since U.S. readers wouldn’t necessarily as-
sociate age twenty with anything in particular. And you're
right, many words we choose—for instance, “watershed”—
will have associations that the original Japanese term may
not. By the way, that opening paragraph also alludes to
the Japanese school year and how it’s different from that
in the U.S.: sophomore year for Tsukuru would start in
the spring and continue on past summer break. There are
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EM: What was your experience working on Colorless Tsu-

PG: After the lengthy 1084 (which I only did one third
of—hats off to Jay Rubin!) it was nice to work on a novel
of more manageable length. I have thoroughly enjoyed
translating all the novels and stories of Murakami’s that
I have done, and Tsukuru was no exception. It’s a more
somber story, but still with flashes of Murakami’s charac-
teristic quirky wit and viewpoint, and reading him (as I've
been doing regularly since 1986) always feels to me like
coming home.

EM: Any new translations in the works?

PG: I just finished translating four short stories by Mu-
rakami and am working on a novel by the author Kotaro
Isaka. Also some short essays on jazz musicians by Mu-
rakami.
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