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Australian poet, Amelia Fielden, has a Master of Arts’ degree in Japanese
Luterature, and ts a professional translator who also writes oreginal English
verde tn the traditional Japanese tanka form.

Specializing currently in the work of contemporary Japanese women poets,
Amelia has translated sixteen such collections to date. In 2007 she was
awarded the Donald Keene Prize For Tranolation of Japanese Literature
by Columbia University, USA, for Ferris Wheel: 101 Modern and

Contemporary Japanese Tanka (Cheng ¢5 Tout, Boston).

Amelias own tanka have been widely published in journals and
anthologies,and awarded internationally. Six collections of her original
poetry have appeared between 2002 and 2010, the most recent of them being
Baubles, Bangles e3 Beads (2007) and Light On Water (2010). Also
published i 2010 was Weaver Birdy, a bilingual collaborative tanka diary
created by Amelia and Japanese born Canberra poet, Saeko Ogt.

Tokyo born Saeko Ogi, who graduated from Tokyo Womani Christian
Univeraity, came to Australia in 1972. She has devoted herself to Japanese
language teaching for twenty-five years in Canberra.

After she retired from her teaching she took up writing tanka and watercolour
painting. Currently she s a member of the Araragi-ha Tanka-kai in Japan.
Stnce 2002 she has been involved in the translation of tanka, in association
with Amelia Fielden; so far they have translated and published the tanka
collections, Time Padsdes and The Maternal Line by Kawano Yuko, and
The Time of This World — 100 tanka from 15 collections written by
Kawano Yuko, selected by Oshima Shiyo. Also Doorway to the Sky and
Breast Clouds by Tanaka Nortko.

Amelia and Saeko also published in 2010 their first responsive tanka
collection, Weaver Birds, a diary written bi-lingually.
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Foreword

by Sonja Arntzen

What is the special appeal of responsive tanka? For one thing,
they offer all the virtues of tanka as independent poems, such
as the power of suggestion and the ability to capture so much
of a person’s life in five lines, but, in addition to that, when
two tanka are set beside one another, the resonance between
them expands meaning in unpredictable ways. Let us take an
example from the current volume:

in the roar

of the waterfall

I am deaf

to all past voices —

there is now only you af

not yielding to sounds
from a waterfall, cicadas
continue to sing

until their voices are lost,

until their lives are over SO

Together, these two tanka bridge past, present and future.
The cicadas’ voices become a metaphor for human voices and
vice versa. The first tanka has the overtones of a love poem;
the second tanka sounds the eternal theme of impermanence
linking back to so many poems in the traditional Japanese
canon in which the voices of insects symbolize our ephemeral
lives. And what is more ephemeral than the feeling of love?
The speaker in the first tanka submits to the roar of the
waterfall; the cicadas in the second tanka resist, even though
in the end, they too will fall silent. The range of meaning
keeps opening in the space between the two poems.



Poems in the waka form, the ancestor of tanka, were often
exchanged as a means of communication in pre-modern
Japan. Many records of these exchanges are preserved in
poetry collections, diaries and prose fiction spanning more
than a thousand years. Thus, responsive tanka has deep
roots in the Japanese tradition. Traditional exchanges of
waka, however, were confined to a narrower range of content
between the two poems. If we look for other antecedents in
Japanese poetry for the effects achieved with responsive
tanka, it is to be found in the juxtaposition of waka in imperial
anthologies, particularly those of the medieval period.
Moreover, this attention to the power of juxtaposition that
was gained from the exercise of compiling anthologies was
put to good use in the practice of renga “linked verse” in the
later medieval period. To shift the topic in a surprising way
while sustaining a link with the previous verse was one of the
great pleasures in the practice of linked verse. In this new
practice of composing responsive tanka, a similar pleasure
is achieved.

my voice

finding its way

across the sea

into your phone, receives

an excited response o)

nudging aside

crimson waterlilies,

a brocade carp

flashes its golden way

through the opaque pond af

The notion of “across” and “through” water is the link,
but the move from electronic voice and the thrill of human
communication to the sensual image of the carp and the
delight of observation is unexpected and exciting in its own
way.



For the bi-lingual reader, the joys in the volume are further
expanded. Since Japanese is my second language, I found
myself having to look up Chinese characters from time to
time, and each time, I would be impressed by the aptness of
Saeko’s language usage. For example, in the line from the
poem cited earlier about the cicadas, “until their voices are
lost,” T looked up the character, "8 which is composed of
the “mouth” and “summer.” Its Japanese reading is kareru
which is homophonous with “to wither” but the character
itself means “(a voice) growing fainter.” All things wither
at the end of summer, and the voices of the cicadas are
summer’s own voice. Thus, the use of this one character
provides rich connotations. I was also constantly impressed
by Saeko’s ability to capture the meaning of Amelia’s poems
within the limitation of the tanka form in Japanese, 31 sound
units divided into lines of 5, 7, 5, 7, and 7 units. By contrast,
the freer form of English tanka, appeared on the surface
to make the Amelia’s translation task easier. Nonetheless,
there are special challenges in rendering Japanese tanka
into English given the completely different sound-structure
of the two languages. The alternation of line lengths of five
and seven sound units fits the J apanese language perfectly.
The rhythm itself turns the simplest of word combinations
into music, a music that is almost impossible to capture in
English. Amelia manages unfailingly to make apt choices of
wording that transform Saeko’s tanka into English poems
with a subtle music of their own. To demonstrate this, |
would like to analyze in detail one example. The following
poem from p. 83 reads this way in Romanized Japanese.
The dashes indicate spaces between syllables in words (long
vowels count as two syllables in Japanese) and the spaces

indicate word divisions.

to-o-me-1 no
mi-zu nl wa-ga mi o
o-yo-ga-se-ba



mi-su-ka-sa-ru-ruka

mu-ne no u-chi ma-de

A literal rendering of the above in English would be:

When [1] let my body swim m¢ 0 oyogaseba in transparent water
toomet no mizu, can [it] be seen through? misukasaruruka,
right to inside my bosom mune no uchimade.

Here is Amelia’s translation:

swimming along

In transparent waters,

I wonder

whether my heart might be
similarly transparent

As different as the sound of tome/ “transparent” and
misukasaruru “can be seen through” are in Japanese, to
translate them both with “transparent” was a brilliant move.
“Transparent” is a powerful word, and paired with “similarly”
in the last line, it captures the repetition of s-sounds in
misukasururu. The l-r-1 sequence in “similarly” also gives some
of the effect of the ruru classical verb ending. I do not mean
to imply that Amelia arrived at these word choices through
a process of intellectual analysis such as I have provided in
order to explain the suitability of her choices. I suspect her
translation 1s much more intuitive than that, and the same
is likely true for Saeko. What is simply wonderful is that
both authors match one another so well both as poets and
translators.

This foreword would not be complete without mentioning
the special set of eight poems by Saeko Ogi at the end of the
volume that commemorate the victims of the 2011 earthquake
and tsunami in Japan. The poems were presented as part of
a memorial observance at Canberra Nara Park. The poems



take us through the stages of terror, grief and resolution.
Like prayers, they help us cope with the vulnerability of
being human.

Thus, the poems take us through a range of emotions and
experiences as wide as that of life itself. Graced with several
of Saeko Ogi’s elegant and understated water-colours, this
book will invite reading time and time again.
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