Akiyama Yo

Akiyama Yo is a celebrated Kyoto sculptor.
Before the pandemic, | interpreted a talk

he gave at the Boston Museum of Fine

Arts, where | have also interpreted for
other Japanese artists, including superstar
Takashi Murakami, whose packed talk I interpreted simultaneously

through headphones.

On that occasion my younger daughter was in the audience.
Afterward she informed me that she and everyone else could hear
me snorting through her headphone every time he told a joke . . .
Mr. Murakami noted with evident satisfaction that he was getting
more laughs than usual, and thanked the invisible interpreter, but
my daughter’s criticism was precise, if stinging, and ever since | have

taken more care about the sounds I direct to the microphone.

My embarrassment with Mr. Akiyama took a different form. Prior to
the talk I received a pdf containing a script in Japanese. | read it, of
course, but somehow decided his talk would be extemporaneous,
not a literal reading of what looked like an intellectually dense
manuscript. | thought so because that’s the way practically every
other talk has been in my experience, and I've gotten used to the
dynamic of watching a Japanese speaker and trying my best to
communicate content, emotion, and humor to the audience in real

time, leading if possible to a rich Q and A session.

Fortunately | was able to speak to Mr. Akiyama and observe some of
his wonderful work for an hour or two before the talk. | questioned
him carefully about concepts in his manuscript, which | learned

he intended to read verbatim. | was obliged to produce what
interpreters call a sight translation, reading the Japanese manuscript
as | went. | have been in this situation many times in technical
depositions, where | am suddenly asked to render a translation of
patent language or perhaps lines from an email, but not an entire
talk! “Why not just listen to him read and translate what he says?”
you ask. The reason is density. Written language packs in more
conceptual complexity than speech, making it very challenging to

interpret with full accuracy. Here’s an example from his talk:

“...As | mentioned before, earth [clay] is a special presence which
stimulates my imaginative powers, but for a long time | had been
unable to discover any particular meaning to firing. To begin

with, the medium of ceramics inherently contains the element of
transformation. The creator is present at the many transformations
during the various stages of production, paying scrupulous attention
to qualitative changes in the clay as it dries and controlling its
transformation from earth to ceramic. In my production, too, |
was always repeating [the process] of making one thing happen
while killing off something [else]. This influenced my sculpting
consciousness, and | tried to fold in the elements of transformation
and time into my works. However, the atmosphere after this major
transformation from earth to ceramic seemed divorced from the

endless flow of time, and this made me uneasy.”

Throughout the talk, the audience remained
disturbingly silent, compounding my worry, so | was
surprised to hear a burst of applause at the end.
Later one attendee even wrote that | had done

a “superb job,” but | know how much better it
might have been. This talk deserved careful reading
over and over, practically memorizing my own
translation. | re-learned an important lesson: for

good results, prepare, prepare, prepare.
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CF with Akiyama Yo.
My eyes never left the
computer screen...
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