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 About this
translation

 

The source text for this
translation is Hara Tamiki’s “Ma no
hitotoki” as published on Aozora Bunko at:
https://www.aozora.gr.jp/cards/000293/files/4760_6682.html .

 

The text was translated by Sana
Horiuchi, Aya Akada, Joy Hansen, and Yan Feng Go in the JPNS3013,
Japanese-English translation class run by Mark Gibeau at the
Australian National University in 2023.
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  A
Brief Introduction to Tamiki Hara

 


Twentieth century Japanese
writers were not, overall, a very happy lot. Indeed, one would be
forgiven for thinking it quite a dangerous profession given the
high rates of suicide, the prevalence of illness, and widespread
poverty. Of course, a bohemian lifestyle is never easy, but at a
time when the world is in turmoil, it becomes substantially less
so.

Tamiki Hara (1905 -1951) also
died prematurely and by his own hand. Yet his is, I believe, a
particularly tragic case. Though prone to what might’ve been termed
‘nervous tension’ throughout his life, he lived in a place and at a time of
extreme brutality and deprivation. These experiences broke him so
completely he never fully recovered. He is not, of course, unique
in this. During the horrors of second world war and its aftermath,
a great many people experienced much the same. In Hara, however, we
have someone who deftly and powerfully chronicled his decline. In
this work, we get a firsthand account of what it is to be crushed
by the world, to have one’s life demolished by forces
utterly and entirely beyond one’s control. The only thing sadder,
perhaps, than Hara’s accounts is the fact that they remain only too
relevant in today’s world.

He was born into a merchant
family in the city of Hiroshima. Enamoured of 19th century Russian literature, after graduating
middle school (the modern-day equivalent of high school), he spent
a year reading, and writing poetry, before entering the department
of literature of Keio preparatory school, where he began publishing
his poetry in a student literary magazine. He was later admitted to
the Department of English Literature at Keio University and wrote
his graduation thesis on Wordsworth. In 1933 a marriage was
arranged between himself and fellow Hiroshima native, Sadae Nagai
(1911-1944), elder sister to the famous literary critic, Sasaki
Kiichi (1914-1993).

In 1944 his wife died from
tuberculosis.  She was someone with whom he’d shared a
profound love, and also someone upon whom the shy, introverted Hara
had relied terribly. Her faith in him, and his writing, had been
unflagging. As Hara notes in his 1949 essay, “Death, Love, and Solitude”:

 

Once, I was very much taken by concepts
of death and dreams. I wrote works in a fantastic vein and tried to
depict memories of early childhood. Nobody gave my works of that
period any consideration whatsoever. The only person who read my
poor attempts at writing was my wife, and she read them with a
passion bordering on madness. Later, she passed away and I
experienced the atrocity in Hiroshima. I suppose it is my wife’s
memory that has supported me, and my literature, throughout this
unbroken series of tragedies.1

 

As intimated above, in 1945 he
made the ill-fated decision to escape the air raids in Chiba by
moving back to his hometown of Hiroshima, to stay with his
brother’s family. His short story, “Summer Flowers” (Natsu no
hana, 1947) is one of the most famous examples of  atomic bomb
literature for its depiction of the mind-numbing horror of the
bombing and aftermath, and much of Hara’s fame rests on this one
work.
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