S A TP xR RE D

Japanese humor in
English is well funny
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Just as you don’t have to be an
American to appreciate the jokes
of a stand-up comedian in New

York. vou don’t have to understand
Japanese to appreciate rakugo —

sspecially when it’s told in Eng-
lish. English rakugo master Kanari-
ya Eiraku (real name Tatsuya Sudo)
proves the point. Eiraku has built
his career on translating traditional
rakugo stories into English and
telling them on stage.

“A lot of people ask me whether a
foreign audience is able to get
rakugo at all. The answer is yes.
They’re very attentive and eager
to understand, and compared to a
Japanese audience, perhaps they’re
able to absorb facets of humor that
would elude native Japanese.”

Eiraku says foreign audiences
are especially partial to Jugemu,
the story about one thing only —
the impossibly long name that a
doting father gives to his baby son.
As the baby grows into a man, his
name causes him all kinds of trou-
ble, mainly because it takes so long
for anyone to call or refer to him.

“Jugemu really travels well. I
guess it’s because the concept of a
long and strange name is familiar
to people everywhere.”

Astonishingly, Eiraku has never
studied abroad.

“But I had always been interested
in the language,” he says. “I started
learning a year before everyone

else, in the sixth grade, when I
asked my parents to let me attend
an English school in my neighbor-

hood. But when I got to junior high
school, I was disappointed. In my

day, we all had to start with “This is
a pen.’ I mean, what is that? No
English-speaking person would
ever say such a thing. It just felt
wrong.”

In hindsight, though, there were
some aspects of his junior high
English classes that Eiraku could
appreciate.

“The Japanese education system
puts great store on English gram-
mar and I do have to say that gram-
mar is necessary. Most Japanese
start studying English in their early
teens.A}By that age, English feels
more foreign (than it would if chil-
dren were exposed to it earlier), so
it must be studied methodically.
It’s certainly not going to come to
us naturally.”

Eiraku supplemented his school

‘studies with English lesson pro-

grams on NHK Radio and TV, and
though these were very instruction-
al, BEiraku _holds that ondoku —

reading out loud — will take the

English learner to places they nev-
er thought possible.

“The key thing is to listen to re-
ally good English, and then imitate
it, inflection by inflection. Before
long, the sentences become your

own.” (Kaori Shoji)
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COURTESY OF KANARIYA EIR/

Words to live by

It’s arock 'n’ roll record with the scale of opera, the pathos of
Greek tragedy, the wit of Shakespeare, the unbridled joy of
musical theater.
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