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Edward G. Seidensticker and his Snow Country

Masao HANDO*

Snow Country; which is without questions Kawabata Yasunari's masterpiece, won him a
Nobel Prize of Literature in 1968. He was the first Japanese writer to receive the Nobel
Prize. Most western readers of Japanese literature however expected that Mishima Yukio
rather than Kawabata would win a Nobel Prize. His style was much easier for Westerners
to understand while Kawabata's style was too much Japanese ambiguity in its tone as a
novel and too much poetry in its diction, which Westerners as a rule don’t enjoy.

Seidensticker once told that the prose of Kawabata was much closer to those of
Murasaki Shikibu -- more poetic and ambiguous in its literary nuances. So it was assumed
by many critics that Kawabata’s Snow Country was a work which was unable to translate
into any western languages. However, after the publication of the English translation by
Seidensticker, the translation of Snow Country into various languages increased in its
quantity and quality. Thus Snow Country has gained a world-wide popularity as a great
Japanese literary work and favorable reputation with readers on both sides of the Pacific
Ocean. It is probably true that Kawabata had less chance to be honored with the Nobel
Prize of Literature without Seidensticker’s transalation work

In the following paper, the author wishes to show how Seidensticker labored to create his
own Snow Country, arguing how he translated the original work faithfully and artisticaly
into his own language as a man of Western literature.
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The train came out of the long tunnel into the snow country. The earth lay white in

the night sky. The train pulled up at a signal stop.(3)(11)
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A girl who had been sitting on the other side of the car came over and opened the

window in front of Shimamura.The snowy cold poured in. Leaning far out the window,
the girl called to the station master as though he were a great distance away. (3)
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The more he tried to call up a clear picture of her, the more his memory failed him,
the farther she faded away, leaving him nothing to catch and hold. In the midst of this
uncertainty only the one hand, and in particular the forefinger, even now seemed
damp from her touch, seemed to be pulling him back to her form afar. Taken with the

strangeness of it, he brought the hand to his face, then quickly drew a line across the

misted-over window. A woman’s eye floated up before him. He almost called out in his

astonishment. (7)
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She brought her face gently toward his.

It was a second-floor room, but it seemed to be surrounded by croaking toads. Two
and three of them were moving from spot to spot, remarkably long-winded croakers.

Back from the bath, Komako began talking of herself. Her voice was quiet and her

manner was completely serene. (105)
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The impression the woman gave was a wonderfully clean and fresh one. It seemed

to Shimamura that she must be clean to the hollows under her toes. So clean indeed
did she seem that he wondered whether his eyes, back from looking at early summer in

the mountains, might not be deceiving him. (18)
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The high, thin nose was a little lonely, a little sad, but the bud of her lips opened

and closed smoothly, like a beautiful little circle of leeches. Even when she was silent

her lips seemed always to be moving...(abbreviated).. There was nothing
remarkable about the outlines of her round, slightly aquiline face. With her skin like
white porcelain coated over a faint pink, and her throat still girlish, not yet filled out,

the impression she gave was above all one of cleanness, not quite one of real beauty.
(32)
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The high, thin nose was usually a little lonely, a little sad, but today, with the
healthy, vital flush on her cheeks, it was rather whispering: I am here too. The
smooth lips seemed to reflect back a dancing light even when there were drawn into
a tight bud; and even for moment they were stretched wide, as the singing demanded,
they were quick to contract again into that engaging little bud. Their charm was
exactly like the charm of her body itself . . . .. Her skin, suggesting the newness of a
freshly peeled onion or perhaps a lily bulb, was flushed faintly, even to the throat.
More than anything, it was clean. (7 3)
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It was not usual for him to get drunk on so little; but perhaps he was chilled from the
walk He began to feel sick. His head was whirling, and he could almost see himself
going pale. He closed his eyes and fell back on the quilt. Komako put her arms around

him in alarm,. A childlike feeling of security came to him from the warmth of her body.

She seemed ill at ease, like a young woman, still childless, who takes a baby up in her
arms She raised her head and looked down, as at the sleeping child.

"You're a good girl."

"Why? Why am I good? What's good about me? "
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"You're a good girl." (146)
[T oMn0HELT 5] %, Achildlike feeling of security (IEF2> EESESFEDHD
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“You're a good woman.”

“How am I good?”
“A good woman.”
“What an odd person.” (147)
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It would be hard to think of another novel in which so slight a shift in tone reveals

so much.( Introduction, Snow Country) ¢ 18’

HH—D VATFUATFyH— JIEHDOED > L5 ERE >, E T BB
WHEZRL, BIRCBVWTHENZRAL LD LD 5.

[FEOHENTHREDLID, EORMNTHRD., FoKickn, FOLEICHT, EAHHBHT
MDD ET, TRTIREBOLENTHHoZ. EHOTHEHD, FBldHoH LIS XL
E. BOABAITENTNS, | (127)
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The thread was spun in the snow, and the cloth woven in the snow, washed in the
snow, and bleached in the snow. Everything, from the first spinning of the thread to
the last finishing touches, was done in the snow. "There is Chijimi linen because there
is snow," someone wrote long ago. "Snow is the mother of Chijimi,”

The Chijimi grass-linen of this snow country was the handwork of the mountain

maiden through the long, snowbound winters. (150)
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As he caught his footing, his head fell back, and the Milky Way flowed down inside
him with a roar.( 175)
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