
	
		
			SPOTLIGHT ON

			HARUKI MURAKAMI “When I write, I travel to the dark side of the brain”

			Albert Nolla

			Translator and tutor of East Asian Studies

			Japanese writer Haruki Murakami (Kyoto, 1949) made his first official visit to Spain last March. What not even his publishers or the most prestigious institutions had managed to achieve, a modest institute in Galicia did when it invited him to the awards ceremony for the San Clemente prize granted through a popular vote among upper secondary students in a variety of Galician schools. Taking advantage of Murakami’s presence in Galicia, the publishing houses that issue his works in Spain (Empúries in Catalan and Tusquets in Spanish) organised several events in Barcelona – a press conference, interviews and a public talk with film director Isabel Coixet – that the media eagerly covered. In parallel, a dinner was also held with the publishers and translators of his works, which I had the pleasure of attending.
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			It goes without saying that personally meeting one of the authors you translate is always a memorable occasion for a translator, but I would venture to say that in the case of Murakami it was even more special for several reasons. First of all because he is an author whom I have followed and admired for more than ten years, from back when I was studying in Tokyo and someone recommended that I read the novel Noruei no mori (Norwegian Wood). Secondly, because along with Paul Auster, Murakami is the writer with the most titles I have translated into Catalan to date, and therefore the author who has accompanied me the most hours in this strange and solitary pursuit that is translation. And thirdly, because it was Murakami himself – a translator as well – who specifically asked the publishing houses to introduce him to the people who render his books in Spanish (Lourdes Porta and Junichi Matsuura) and Catalan.

			During the dinner, as well as at his other public appearances, Murakami proved to be an extremely down-to-earth, shy, affable person who was interested in the country he was visiting and the people he met. In fact, one of the first things that the Japanese author did once we had been introduced and seated at the table was to thank us for the jobs we do and ask us about the coexistence of two languages in a single city. “I know there are different languages in Spain,” he told us, “and I understand that my books are published in Catalan in Barcelona and in Spanish in Madrid. But what I don’t quite get is why they are published in two languages in Barcelona.” After we explained the situation of language and publishing in our country to the best of our ability, Murakami also expressed his interest in our history, literature and art (especially in Picasso and Dalí, whose museums he visited on his trip).

			Meeting one of the authors you translate is always a memorable occasion for a translator

			During his stay in Barcelona, the author of Kafka on the Shore and After Dark also made it clear that he loves solitude and feels happier in his private world than in public appearances. As he himself pointed out, all of his hobbies – reading, music and jogging – are solitary activities. And he precisely made use of his time here in Barcelona to practise two of these pursuits, rummaging through jazz records at the Sant Antoni market and jogging along Barceloneta’s wharf and beach. As Murakami explained, “I’ve been running at least six times a week for around 30 years, because you have to be physically and mentally fit to write long novels. When you’re 20 or 30,” he continued, “you can do whatever you like, but once you hit 50 or 60, you have to stay in shape to keep writing. Running helps me keep going.” In fact, his next title to be released in translation in Catalonia is the essay What I Talk about When I Talk about Running, in which Murakami compares the act of running a long-distance race with the process of writing a novel. Both things, he sustains in the essay I’ve got on my desk as I write this, must be tackled with concentration and confidence, with the conviction that you can reach the finish line.

			To sustain his concentration, Murakami explained that he gets up at four every morning and sits down to work in silence, allowing nothing to come between him and his words, not even music. “Music also helps me write, but when I write I don’t listen to it because I have to concentrate,” he clarified. “When I’m not writing, however, I listen to a lot of music, all the different styles I like: classic, pop, jazz, etc. Then, when I sit down to write, I try to make my writing have a certain rhythm, a rhythm I have in my mind. Sometimes I even play the keys on the computer keyboard as if they were piano keys.”

			Murakami proved to be an extremely down-to-earth, shy, affable person

			When the conversation drifted towards his literature, Murakami explained that what he does when he writes is travel to the dark side of the brain, and that he doesn’t always like what he finds; it repels or scares him, but he feels compelled to write it because it exists. “Afterwards,” he added with his proverbial irony, “I always come back, because I’m a professional and if I didn’t there wouldn’t be any novels.” With regard to his literary style, Murakami claimed that what he tries to achieve more than anything is to “address difficult questions in the simplest, plainest way possible.” For this reason, we agreed, his prose is fluid and easy to translate, unlike the prose of more classical Japanese authors like Kawabata, Mishima and Tanizaki, whose style is nowhere near as clear and precise as his. Murakami also expressed his disappointment that precisely this linguistic clarity leads Japanese critics to not take his oeuvre too seriously.

			On the other hand, Murakami showed signs of being slightly overwhelmed by the public dimension that his works and he himself personally have taken on in recent years. In fact, he was always accompanied by his wife, Yoko, a tiny, elegant, discreet woman with whom he has been married since the days when they were both university students. She seems to exert a heavy influence on her husband’s public life. One incident that illustrates how Murakami tries to keep control over his works with the help of his wife took place at the end of the dinner, when most of us attending couldn’t resist the temptation to ask him to sign our books. When the representative from the Empúries publishing house left the Catalan translation of his latest title published, After Dark, on the table, Yoko immediately, reached out and took it from the pile of books waiting to be signed and showed it to her husband. “Look, we haven’t seen this one yet,” she said. The publishing house rep promised to send them a copy the very next day.

			Regardless, during his stay in Barcelona Murakami stated clearly that he’s in it for the long haul and that he is willing to keep writing to explore the darkest corners of our existence. As for myself, I’ll try to keep fit for my job and reach the finish line of the new challenges he throws at us.
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