Shakespeare Translations in Japan
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There are various approaches which can be taken to tranmslation in Japan. We can look at it
descriptively : that is, translated works can be described chronologically one by one. But these descriptions
do not in themselves help us to understand the true aspect of translation in general, unless each specific
rendering is considered in relation to the integrated whole of Japanese culture. Translation, as someone has
put it, is like opening a new window into the mind of the Japanese people. It may also be called a cushion
between Japanese culture and foreign ones.

Generally speaking, there are four distinct stages in the history of Shakespearean translations. The first
period, when Shakespeare was first introduced in the early Meiji era (c.1870-1890) when there was a strong
desire to absorb Western civilization, was the period of free translations and adaptations of his plays for the
Japanese whose knowledge of English was still too rudimentary to appreciate them in their original form.
The free translations and adaptations, as well as partial direct translations of this period, were primarily
intended for popular reading, rather than for stage production.

The second stage began around 1900, when Tsubouchi Shoyo started translating Shakespeare’s plays.
Shoyd, a distinguished figure in both Japanese and Shakespearean literature, stood foremost among the
pioneers of his day. He attempted to translate Shakespeare’s complete works and gloriously compieted this
task in about forty years. Unfortunately, Shoyo could not withdraw himself from the influence of the
Japanese literary and dramatic style, and Japanese spoken language has undergone remarkable changes since
his day. His translations, however, widely surpassed those of his predecessors and are still exerting a great
influence on his successors. It must also be remembered that his translations were intended for stage
production. The first complete presentation of a Shakespearean play on the Japanese stage was the
production of Hamlet in 1911, performed by the members of the Bungei Kyokai organized by Shoyd.

Besides Shoyo, other hands also dealt with Shakespeare. Tozawa Masayasu and Asano Wasaburd
ventured the translation of Shakespeare’s complete works from 1905 to 1909, although they were actually able
to translate only ten of them. The third stage, which includes Tozawa and Asano’s translations, covers long
years of strenuous efforts extending to the present. Although Shakespeare’s works were admired and
presented on the stage from time to tim@, the theatre world of this period favored current dramatists like
Ibsen, Hauptman, Strindberg, and Pirandello to meet the demands of the times. The Shakespeare
translators, therefore, were largely well-qualified Shakespeare scholars who tried to bring their studies within
the reach of well-educated people. They tried to give the exact meaning of every line and every sentence in
the original plays, and nothing was omitted that should have been translated. Naturally, their translations
were intended for the reading public, who wished to understand what Shakespeare had written, and were
generally unfit for the stage.

After a long period of sterility in literary activities during the War, Shakespeare was revived, leading to
many translations and annotations from the latter half of the 1940’s to the present. A great number of
translations, including the earlier ones, such as those by Shoys were reprinted in many editions, most of them
in complete-works series, anthologies and the like. Contemporary Shakespeare translators and annotators
are Honda Akira, Suga Yasuo, Nakano Yoshio, Kinoshita Junji, Fukuda Tsuneari, Fukuhara Rintars, Oyama
Toshikazu, Oyama Toshiko, Mikami Isao, Fuhara Yoshiaki, Kurahashi Takeshi, Ozu Jiro, Odajima Yashi,
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and many others. Most of them are not professional translators, but rather scholars translating for the
reading public in a more colloquial style than before.

While other countries, especially in Europe, had enjoyed Shakespeare for centuries, Japan came to know
his plays very late. For some two and half centuries before the Meiji era, Japan had closed her door to
Western civilization. Up to this time, the name of Shakespeare had been practically unknown except
possibly to a few. Some critics have observed resemblances to Romeo and Juliet in a play titled Kokoro no
Nazo Toketa Iroito(A Jangled Love Story with a Happy Ending), performed in Edo (now Tokyo) in 1810.
However, there is no evidence which proves the relationship between the two plays.”

Shakespeare’s name first appeared in Japanese in 1841 in Shibukawa Rokuzd’s translation of the Dutch
version of Lindley Murray’s English Grammar . Several years later his name reappeared in books on the
history of England, such as Ch’én Féng-héng’s short Chinese History of England (1853), and in the Japanese
reprint (1861) of the Rev. William Muirhead’s Chinese version of Thomas Milner’s History of England.

After the dissolution of Japan’s long-established feudal structure, the Meiji era began in 1868 with the
return of the Emperor to power (hence the name of the Meiji Restoration). It was a period of great confusion
as well as enlightenment, which may be characterized by an increased awareness of the need for new outlooks
and approaches. Hence, Western civilization exerted a great impact on the minds of Japanese intellectuals.

Along with this desire to absorb Western civilization, Shakespeare was gradually introduced in the early
1870s. The first line from original Shakespeare appeared in Nakamura Masanao’s translation of Samuel
Smiles’ Self-Help (Seigoku Risshi-hen, 1871) : part of Polonius’advice to his son, Laertes, who is about to leave
for France. The line is as follows:

Neither a borrower nor a lender be;
For loan oft loses both itself and friend,
And borrowing dulls the edge of husbandry.

(1, iii, 75-77)

The second line was mistranslated,? but it is interesting to note that this worldly wisdom of Polonius was
the first Shakespearean line ever translated into the Japanese language. This Self-Help was enormously
successful in those days, together with other works by J. S. Mill, Spencer, Disraeli, Lord Lytton, and others,
and was widely read by people who were eager to know more about Western things.

A Shakespearean character was first portrayed in Japan in a translation of the fourth soliloquy in
Hamlet. A bizarre figure of ’samurai’, in a kimono with a sword on his side, spoke Hamlet’s celebrated “To
be or not to be” soliloquy. This rendering, spelled in ‘romaji’ characters, was published in The Japan Punch
in 1874, by Charles Wirgman, a correspondent of The Illustrated London News in Japan. It was head-lined,
“Extract from the new Japanese Drama Hamuretu san, ‘Denumarku no Kami’, Proving the plagiarisms of
English literature of the 16th Century.” Then, the strange translation follows : “Arimas, arimasen, are wa nan
deska: — —” Unfortunately, not much is known about this rendering : who the translator was, whether it was
performed on actual stage, or whether it was intended as a caricature. This strange figure in the translation,
however, was certainly different from the origine;l Hamlet with his weary metaphysical speculation.

About the same time , people in the theatre world started outlining and adapting Shakespeare’s plays.
Kanagaki Robun, a leading dramatist of the day, first published his partial adaptation of Hamlet in the
Hiragana Eivi Shimbun, a serial, in 1875. This serial adaptation, titled Seivokabuki Hamuretto, however, was
not accepted favorably by the readers, and Robun apparently never completed his adaptation.
Unfortunately, it is unavailable now and we do not know how well or poorly it was adapted.

About ten years later in 1886, Robun published his second adaptation, a complete version, in the Tokyo
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Eiri._ Shimbun. The setting was in fourteenth century Japan and the characters had Japanese names, such as
Hamuramaru (Hamlet), Mikariya-hime(Ophelia), and the others. As far as the plot was concerned, the
adaptation more or less followed the original play, except for the deletion of all the soliloquies. This deletion
shows that Robun’s interest in the play centered around the revenge plot rather than Hamlet's metaphysical
speculation. Later this adaptation was rewritten as a stage version for Kabuki actors by Kawatake
Shinshichi, titled Hamuretto Takumi no Engeki, but it never materialized on actual stage.

Preceding the above adaptation, in about 1888, Kawatake Mokuami, another leading dramatist of the
day, wrote a synopsis of Hamlet intending to adapt and stage it later. For reasons unknown, Mokuami gave
up on his synopsis and stopped working halfway through, leaving it stored in one of his drawers.? Mokuami
was a very prolific playwright but it should be noted that no hint of Hamlet’s influence has been observed in
any of his plays.”? These theatre people, Robun and Mokuami, outlined and adapted Hamlet within the
framework of the existing Japanese dramatic art. Their knowledge of the play was second-hand, as neither
of them knew any English. They were probably interested in only the external difficulties of Hamlet
carrying out his revenge.

Many adaptations followed in the early years of the Meiji era, some of them mere outlines which were
very popular with the public. For the most part they were drawn from Charles and Mary Lamb’s Tales from
Shakespeare. Though rendered from the Lamb’s versions, these adaptations were intended not for children
but for adults whose knowledge of Western culture was still too rudimentary to appreciate Shakespeare’s
works in their original form.

The Merchant of Venice, Hamlet, and Romeo and Juliet were adapted and outlined from the Lamb’s
versions several times. Inoue Tsutomu, for instance, translated The Merchant of Venice in 1883 and Hamlet
in 1888, and titled them Ninniku Shichiire Saiban (Judgment with Regard to the Pledging of Human Flesh) and
Yiirei (The Ghost), respectively. It is interesting to note that Inoue’s translations were introduced with a
short comment by Emil Hausknecht in Germany, and later in the United States. The translations prbbably
appeared quite peculiar to Western readers. Hausknecht wrote as follows in 1886 :

The books written by Sekisupia, though numerous, are all pearls and diamonds.. This
little book, lying before me, is not, of course, of the same grade as Juriyas Shisa, Kin
Ria, etc.; it is, however, an imcomparable example of the art of writing: The
wickedness of S(s)airoku (Shylock), the humanity of Antonio, the wisdom of Poru-
(t)chiya (Portia); the actions and ways of every one of these is full of change ; now it (this
little book) makes the reader fall into a passion, now weep, now laugh. Throughout the
book, the purpose of advancing the good and punishing the evil is evident on the surface.
However, though he illustrates the best of life, even Sekisupiya cannot escape the
report, that he misleads the reader, at least so I think. ¥

Hausknecht was right when she wrote that “Throughout the book, the purpose of advancing the good and
punishing the evil is evident on the surface.” In this period there was no attempt at full translations ; they
were simply sketches of Shakespeare’s original stories. In addition, King Lear, Romeo and Juliet, As You
Like It, and others were also adapted from the Lamb’s.

In general most of these adaptations were zealously read by those eager to understand Western
civilization, the state of affairs in Western society and Western customs and manners, which were quite novel
and startling to the Japanese of this particular period. Shakespeare, Scott, Bulwer-Lytton, Dickens, and
others offered guide books to Western culture rather than as literary works. Naturally, they were generally
intended not for stage production but for popular reading.

Brief mention should be made about an interesting series of articles which appeared in 1879 in Kibidango,
a weekly magazine in Meiji, Japan. The series consisted of four short pieces, covering the Danish court at
Elsinore in Act 1, scene ii in Hamlet. The articles, based on Edwin Booth’s Hamilet, performed in Booth’s
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Theatre in New York, were a playgoer’s record, as he saw the performance. The writer S5s6-d5jin described
Booth’s movements, gestures, and facial expressions. Strangely, however, Kibidango’s version of Booth’s
Hamlet does not agree in detail with numerous other versions of his performance recorded in the States. The
effects of Booth’s Hamlet in the Japanese articles, it should be noted, are very physical, entirely different from
his actual production. The question still remains as to why this performance was interpreted so differently.?
The year 1879, when the articles appeared, was still at the dawn of Shakespeare translation in Japan. A
Japanese, who probably knew nothing about Western drama, saw the actual production of Hamlet performed
on a New York stage and wrote about it. In view of this, the articles, however short and unsatisfactory, are
important in the history of Shakespeare translation in Japan.

The real introduction of Shakespeare began in the 1880s when several people made serious adaptations
and partial direct translations of his works. An epoch-making event was the publication of Shintaishi-sho
(An Anthology of New-Style Poetry) in 1882 and Shintaishi-Ka (A Collection of New-Style Poetry) in 1883, the
first two collections of English and American poems in translation. In these volumes, together with poems
by Tennyson, Gray, Longfellow and some others, was included Hamlet’s celebrated “To be or not to be”
soliloquy rendered by Toyama Shoichi, Yatabe Ryokichi, and Inoue Tetsujiro.”

There was an interesting episode in connection with this translation of the soliloquy. One day in March
1882, Yatabe Ryokichi, a professor of botany at the Imperial University of Tokyo, visited Inoue Tetsujird, a
professor of philosophy at the same institution, in his office. He showed Inoue his rendering of the soliloquy.
Toyama Shaichi, a close friend of Inoue’s and the dean of the Department of Letters at that time, happened
to be in Inoue’s office and read Yatabe’s rendering. Toyama took a particular interest in it, because he had
also tried to translate Hamlet into Japanese in a work titled Reigen Oji no Adauchi® The following day,
therefore, Toyama showed his manuscript to Inoue. This incident resulted in the publication of the above
two volumes, a joint production of these three professors.

This is a well-known event meaningful to the history of modern Japanese literature. Indeed, the
translations of this foreign masterpiece, though done by amateurs, gave Japanese intellectuals of that day a
chance to discuss the need to create new-style poetry. The soliloquy, therefore, was important to both the
introduction of Shakespeare and the beginning of new poetry in Japan.

Why then did their choice of poems for translation fall not on contemporary poetic masterpieces in
Europe and America, but rather on Shakespeare’s “To be or not to be” soliloquy ? There appears to be a few
reasons for this selection. To begin with, the prestige of the soliloquy as a masterpiece in the Western
literary tradition may have played an important role in their choice. The three professors, all typical men
of the enlightened Meiji era, certainly wanted to show their fellow Japanese something which best represented
Western civilization. Hamlet, in this respect, was the most suitable choice.

Probably of more significance were certain qualities inherent in the soliloquy. Revenge, the main
concern in Hamlet, is one of the most popular themes in the Japanese literary tradition. Take Kanadehon
Chashingura for example: both Hamlet and the forty-seven retainers experience the same cultural demand to
avenge the crimes of their enemies, and in both plays they are not held back by social conditions.® The
difference lies in how the characters take action to gain their revenge. The protagonists in the Japanese play
are not plagued with Hamlet’s dilemma of moral choice, nor do they suffer from unresolved doubts about life,
such as existence versus non-existence. This big thematic difference, especially Hamlet’s introspective and
psychological state of mind, appealed to the three professors. They probably found a spiritual food in the
“To be” soliloquy. Their translations, at any rate, deserve to be remembered as pioneer exercises in making
Hamlet’s inner suffering comprehensible in Japanese.

The ground was also fairly well-prepared for serious direct adaptations or translations of Shakespeare’s
plays. Kawashima Keizo opened a new phase by publishing his complete direct translation of Julius Caesar
in 1883. It was first published in Rikken Seitd Shimpo ina serial, and later compiled in a book form titled
Romaseisui-ki (The Rise and Fall of Rome) in 1886. He also took pains to translate Hamlet, Macbeth, Othello
and others several years later between 1883-1886. Unfortunately, his translations were not published, and
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