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Writing (and Translating) Japanese with a “Bilingual Sensibility”:
Levy Hideo’s Reading of Yamanoue Okura’s waka and the Influence on His Work

Thomas Brook (Otemon Gakuin University)

Levy Hideo, pioneering author of contemporary transnational literature in Japanese, has
written and spoken at length about what it means for somebody with a multilingual background,
like himself, to create works of literature in a certain language. In this presentation, I focused on
an essay Levy wrote about the Man’yoshii poet Yamanoue Okura, said to have Korean origins,
in which Levy refers to Okura’s “bilingual sensibility”. According to Levy, this sensibility can
be seen in the form of vocabulary and verbal constructions that have more in common with
Chinese kanbun than Japanese waka, and also, in particular, a consciousness of movement across
two distinct languages and cultures.

Levy’s reading of a “bilingual sensibility” is significant in being different from simply
multilingual writing, or writing that includes two or more distinct languages. He has also said,
“When I write in Japanese, I really become monolingual”, and existing scholarship has criticized

his writing for being “not truly “bilingual”” (Yokota-Murakami, 2018). How should this



apparent contradiction between becoming “monolingual” and yet also writing with a “bilingual
sensibility” be understood? I focused on Levy’s use of the Japanese grammatical unit “teki” (1)),
which could be translated as “like” or “kind of”. When he writes about Okura’s “bilingual
sensibility”, he does so with this construction: “‘bilingual-like’ sensibility” (‘bairingaruteki’ na
kansei). This is a type of writing that is conscious of languages and cultures beyond the language
being used, while still respecting its norms of intelligibility.

In this presentation, I drew from examples of both Okura’s and Levy’s writing, in addition
to an English haiku from Kyoko Norma Nozaki’s Bilingual Complex, to reveal several
characteristics of a “bilingual-like sensibility” in practice, which exhibits an awareness of
multiple languages and cultures while still being “monolingual”, that is, legible within a “single
language”. Finally, I considered how this approach to writing aligns with Levy’s positioning as
a “border-crossing” or “transnational” author, who is attempting to open up new frontiers within
the range of what can be expressed using the Japanese language. I also considered how Okura
can be seen as a role-model figure for Levy, and in this context, it is significant that Levy argues
that the “bilingual sensibility” of Okura’s actual writing is more important than the factual details

of his origins.

“Bilingual Complex and Haiku: Moving Between Two Languages and Two Cultures”

Kyoko N. Nozaki (Kyoto Sangyo University, Professor Emeritus)

The title of my talk “ Bilingual Complex and Haiku: Moving Between Two Languages and
Two Cultures” is based on my book, Bilingual Complex: Collection of Essays and Notes
Featuring English Haiku (771 =3-¥ i), 2019)

First, what does “Bilingual complex” mean? It’s related to my personal history. “What is
your country? Are you a Japanese or an American?” [ have been frequently asked this kind of
question. It forces me to think about my “identity.” I used the expression, “identity shift” in my
Japanese book, [FRFINEET AT T 474 -7~ HRE M ZHOBPARET X
Y 77 ] (Interment and Identity Shift: Japan and U.S.A. Seen through the eyes of Nisei and Sansei)
(2007)

The timeline shows I was born in Oakland, Calif., just before World War II, and my family
was interned in the internment camps. What makes my life different from that of the majority of

interned Japanese Americans is that when the war ended, we chose to go to Japan. From 1946,



I grew up essentially as a Japanese in Japan until I returned to the US in 1958 for college at UC.
Berkeley. Ironically, it was after I graduated from Berkeley in 1962 and went back to Japan that
I became aware that I am a kind of Japanese American.

The focus of my other Japanese books, such as [F&#IINAE & 74 7 > 7 4 7 « ] (2007)
on Identity Shift was the recording and verification of my father’s oral history, which was made
possible by the files I received in 2006 from the National Archives in Washington D.C. The
characteristics may give the impression that I am a “strange Japanese” or a “subtype of Japanese
American.” In short, [ am “a minority of minorities.” Writing this book has made me aware
once again that I am a product of two cultures and languages. It has also helped me recognize
my two main interests: Nikkei studies and English haiku. (In the presentation, I read some parts
from the book: 2 haibun and 12 haiku, portrayed each in ppt. slides.)

However, during the process of writing the book, I was often caught in a dilemma as my
thoughts naturally shifted between the two very different languages: the ambiguity of Japanese
and preciseness of English. When I was struggling to find the right expression in English, I
seemed to find a more accurate expression in Japanese and vice versa. Being bilingual is
convenient, but at the same time, it can be conflicting. Finally, I said a few words about
“transborderness of haiku.”

As a concluding remark, I said I chose to write the book in English, as I found I could
express my emotions and feelings more honestly in English. My haikus I read are not translations
from Japanese, but they came straight out from my heart. I realized my consciousness had
evolved. It was like writing letters to my past, and traveling from my birthplace, Oakland, Calif.,
to where I live now, Kyoto, Japan. My report has a happy ending: my nursery-school teacher at
the camp 80 years ago and I was reconnected in February, 2025. I went to see her in Mt. View,

Calif., a month before her 101%' birthday.
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Gaps and Silence in the Works of Wakako Yamauchi and Kazuo Ishiguro

Kahina Aimeur (Graduate Student, Mouloud Mammeri University of Tizi-Ouzou)

Silence and indirect communication are key features of Japanese culture. Fuki asserts
that in the “Japanese context, [silence] is a significant mode of communication” (102). Indeed,
the Japanese language and its proverbs reflect the cultural value placed on silence. Concepts
such as ishin-denshin (communication through telepathy or by the heart), haragei (implicit
communication or mutual understanding through non-verbal means), and sasshi (a listener's
ability to infer meaning) highlight the importance of indirect communication. Similarly,
proverbs reinforce this value: “silence keeps one safe”, “it is better to leave many things unsaid”,
“the mouth is the gate of misfortune”, and “what is not said is flowers” (Jones 20; Fuki 104).

This culture of silence extends beyond verbal interaction, shaping Japanese literature and
art. Haiku, a traditional poetic form, conveys deep meaning in just three lines and 17 syllables.
Nichols describes haiku as “an evocative kind of nature that suggests more than it states” (98).
Similarly, No theater, a classical form of Japanese drama, relies on minimal dialogue, using
masks, dance, and music to communicate much of the story.

This appreciation of silence and implicit meaning has influenced modern literature
through diasporic Japanese writers. This presentation focuses on two influential ethnically
Japanese authors: Wakako Yamauchi and Kazuo Ishiguro. Although they grew up in vastly
different cultural environments, their Japanese heritage has significantly shaped their writing.

Through the analysis of “The Handkerchief” by Wakako Yamauchi and “The Summer
After the War” by Kazuo Ishiguro, the presentation argues that both writers - despite addressing
distinct themes and contexts- share a similar narrative style characterized by silence and gaps.
By silence, I refer to unspoken tensions and secrets that lead to narrative gaps. The selected
stories leave much unsaid, requiring readers to fill in the silence and connect the different
narrated pieces to understand what is implied. This presentation, therefore, explores the
techniques used by Yamauchi and Ishiguro to create this narrative style and analyzes how these

techniques influence the reader’s understanding of the hidden stories.
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A Painter’s Narrative: Analogies between Masuji Ono’s Paintings and His Narration in
An Artist of the Floating World

Monami Maruyama (Graduate Student, Nihon University)

Kazuo Ishiguro’s An Artist of the Floating World (1986) employs one of the Japanese art
genres, pictures of the floating world (ukiyo-e). The story’s protagonist, Masuji Ono, once
dedicates himself to ukiyo-e at the Okada-Shingen Society. The paintings that Ono depicts reflect
his nature and characteristics; Ono’s pursuit of his artistic idealism is analogous to the aspect of
pleasure-seeking that ukiyo-e contains. Regarding pleasure-seeking, post-World War I Japan
when Ono belongs to the Okada-Shingen Society also had a hedonistic atmosphere because of
the wartime boom. However, hedonism is not the only feature that Ono and ukiyo-e share; Ono
and ukiyo-e confront the declines and ephemerality of hedonism. Ukiyo-e which was once hailed
by the public and the time diminished with the changing times and lost its meaning of existing.
Ono is also keenly aware of the gap between glory and failure as an artist through his reflection
on the past. He realizes that the success brought by an honorable award and a public reputation
is merely a temporal and limited thing and that his artworks are not as influential to society as
he thinks. Ultimately, the story concludes, Ono is just a painter, in other words, an ordinary
person who has artistic talent and strives to be “above the mediocre” (204). The reason why he
fails to overcome his ordinariness is that he is trapped in a narrow perspective. The narrow
perspective in this case means that the social value or others’ opinions are considered. Even
though Ishiguro centered on the mediocre person who fails to transcendent the social norm and
whose artworks diminish as time goes by, he did not write the novel to encourage readers not to

engage in artistic activity. Ono’s observation at the very end of the story conveys a message that



even if people make mistakes, it is essential for the development of the future and the next
generation. Through the novel, Ishiguro may imply that wukiyo-e-kind-of failure legacies —

achieves ephemeral glory but decline in the end — is precious in terms of progress in the future.
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