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Abstract 

This paper attempts to study the circulation, the translation and the adaptations 
of Murakami’s The Wind-Up Bird Chronicle. The work has got its popularity from 
its homeland, Japanese circulation. When the work has been translated into 
English, it gains a worldly fame. Murakami has been invited to many European 
coutries and US.  When the cut version of the English translation was revealed, 
the public were shocked.  The translator and the publisher had to explain the 
process and the agreement before it was published.  Later, the case continued 
as the German translation was produced after the English version rather than the 
Japanese version.  We learn that when the original is in Japanese, the English 
translation version is more preffered.  In Murakami’s case, the German 
translation had taken the English version as its source text instead of the original 
Japanese text.  The case then revealed that after the English translation, there 
are actually two versions circulated in the market, the complete and the cut 
version of the novel.  These two versions are published in Japanese and for the 
English version there is only the cut version.  Though these matters has been 
approved by the author and publisher, the readers are disappointed.  The 
adaptations of Murakami’s works are found in various medias: such as films, 
stage-adaptation, music, multimedia stage presentation and videogames.   
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Introduction 

Studying world literature is opened with a very basic question, “what is world 
literature?”  When we try to find the answer, we can recall the theory of world 
literature as formulated by Goethe.  In the opening of the first chapter in David 
Damrosch’s What is World Literature?, Damrosch quoting Goethe, 

“I am more and more convinced; Goethe remarked, “that 
poetry is the universal possession of mankind, revealing itself 
everywhere and at all times in hundreds and hundreds of 
men... I therefore like to look about me in foreign nations, and 
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advise everyone to do the same.  National literature is now a 
rather unmeaning term; the epoch of world literature is at hand, 
and everyone must strive to hasten its approach.”1 

As Goethe stated, the need to redefine the world literature has been felt 
after the current situation in which we have technology and globalization.  The 
technology has brought us the revolutionary internet, the mass publication and 
the mode of transportation.  It is easier now for us to find information about many 
previously-unknown countries.  It is easier for us today to read books from foreign 
countries in hard copies or softcopies.  It is easier for us to visit the no-where 
countries as we have cheaper flight etc.  All of these advancements in technology 
have made it possible for a global world.  The globalization has brought to us the 
knowledge of the existence of many countries, their cultures and their literatures.  
In terms of cultural studies,  today’s reinvention of cultural studies follows 
Goethe’s world literature.   

Later Goethe explained that the universalities of literature should help us 
in redefining what is world literature.  In terms of poetry, from Goethe’s statement 
on the universality of a poem, we can underline that the greatness of literary work 
can reach out wider readers as its greatness is not limited to geographical nor 
linguistic boundaries.  Goethe even has claimed that there is time that he find the 
translation of his work is better than the original.  Although, there is also time that 
he found the translated version of his work is worse that the original.  It is part of 
the benefits and the consequences for a literary work to be part of world literature.  
Translation and adaptation have made it possible for the literary work to be 
circulated outside its original country to embrace for world readers. 

This paper attempts to explain the implications of the circulations, 
translation and/or adaptation as well as production of literary works of non-
Western origin when incorporated into World English literature.  The chosen novel 
of non-Western origin to explain the concept is:   the work of Haruki Murakami’s 
Nejimakitori Kuronikuru (1994-1995) and its English translation The Wind-Up Bird 
Chronicle (1997).  The discussion will use this work particularly and other 
Murakami’s works to study the position of the author or the works in the 
constellation of world literature.    

Harumi Murakami is one of the most compelling Japanese authors.  His 
works range from short stories, novels, non-fiction, to travel writings.  He has 
received numerous awards for his fiction and non-fiction writings, such as the 
World Fantasy Award (2006), the Frank O’Connor International Short Story 
Award (2006), the Franz Kafka Prize (2006), the Jerusalem Prize (2009) and 
Hans Christian Andersen Literature Award (2016).  Among his most famous 
works we have: A Wild Sheep Chase (1982), Norwegian Wood (1987), The Wind-
Up Bird Chronicle (1994-1995), Kafka on the Shore (2002), and 1Q84 (2009-10). 

                                                 
1 Damrosch, 2003: 1. 
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The Wind-Up Bird Chronicle was actually released in three books: 1) 
Book of the Thieving Magpie (Dorobo kasasagi hen), 2) Book of the Prophesying 
Bird (Yogen suru tori hen) and 3) Book of the Bird-Catcher Man (Torisashi otoko 
hen).  In the English version we have these three books in one single volume.  
For this book, Murakami has received the Yomiuri Literary Award.  The story in 
The Wind-Up Bird Chronicle is about a young man in his 30s, Toru Okada.  This 
man is jobless after he quited from legal office.  Okada has no worry for the 
financial matter as his wife, Kumiko, has sufficient amount of salary by working as 
magazine editor.  Toru Okada then is responsible for the domestic works, such as 
cooking, and pet caring.  One day, the family cat, named after Noboru Wataya 
(Kumiko’s brother) is missing, and Kumiko asks Okada to find it.  Not yet 
successful to find the cat, the wife, Kumiko, is also missing.  In his searching of 
the cat and the wife, Okada meets other characters such as May Kasahara, Malta 
Kano, Creta and Lt. Mamiya.  May Kasahara introduces him to an abandoned 
house and its abandoned well, in which Okada uses later on to crawl into and 
think.  Malta Kano and Creta are supposed to help Toru Okada with their future 
insight.  Lt. Mamiya shares his war time experience with Okada.  Toru Okada 
loiters around the city and does people watching. 

Okada learns that his wife has met other man and wants a divorce from 
him.  Trying to calm himself, Okada hides in the well and sits at the restaurant for 
people watching activity.  Okada meets other characters such as Nutmeg and her 
son, Cinnamon.  Nutmeg hires him to relieve clients os some inner turmoil that 
develops inside them.  After a year missing, the cat comes home.  There is no 
explanation on the cat’s missing.  At the end of the story, Kumiko, communicating 
via computer, tells that she is going to kill her brother Noboru.  Toru Okada 
promises that he will wait for Kumiko. 

 This work of Murakami was originally published in Japanese language 
(1994-1995).  In its national circulation, the work has gained some popularity.  
When in 1997, the English translation version was published, Murakami has 
made his way to the world literature. The translator of the English version was Jay 
Rubin who is the Takashima Research Professor of Japanese Humanities at 
Harvard.  Murakami has actually contracted three principal translators for his 
earlier works, such as  Hard-Boiled Wonderland and the End of the World (1985), 
Norwegian Wood (1987).  Alfred Birnbaum translated Hard-Boiled Wonderland 
and the End of the World which was published in 1991.  Birnbaum also translated 
Norwegian Wood which was published in 1989. Interestingly, this Norwegian 
Wood was retranslated by Jay Rubin and published in 2000. Jay Rubin together 
with Philip Gabriel were responsible to translate Murakami’s later novel 1Q84. 
With the English translation of his novels, Murakami has gained more and more 
popularity.  Murakami has been invited to European countries and eventually 
settled in the United States.  He was a writing fellow at Princeton University, Tufts 
University and Harvard University.  In the constellation of world literature, 
Murakami’s works have been accepted.  Some even sure that his works will be in 
the world literature canon list. 
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 Unfortunately, the translation versions of Murakami’s works have found 
some problems.  In June 2000, many German readers were surprised to learn 
that the German version of Murakami’s South of the Border, West of the Sun was 
a re-translation of the English translation instead of the Japanese original text.  
Similar to the case, the German version of The Wind-Up Bird Chronicle was 
actually a re-translation of Jay Rubin’s English version rather than a translation 
from the original Japanese text.  Admitted by Jay Rubin, the English translation 
with reduction had been read and approved by Murakami.  But actually, there 
were not only deletions but also alterations.  The readers were disappointed as 
they learned that the version they thought as the original, was not. 

 Wondering on how different the English translation from the original 
English version, Kieran Robert Maynard from Fudan University, did a study on the 
case.  He found out that there was a cut about sixty-one of 1,379 pages, including 
three chapters (Book 2 Chapters 15, 18, and part of 17; and Bok 3 Chapter 26).  
Other sections were rearranged or altered.  Several passages had been moved, 
and in many cases one or two lines had been deleted.  

 From the website of the Haruki Murakami fans discussion, I found the 
sad responses toward the issue.  The first message which shared the information 
was introduced with a shocking statement. 

“Wow, this is horrifying. I found this blurb about the English translation 
"version" of The Wind-Up Bird Chronicles on the CompleteReview. 

In a review in World Literature Today Yoshiko Yokochi Samuel 
writes that "the English version has been subjected to 
extensive cutting, undoubtedly under pressure from the 
publisher". This sad fact is now confirmed in Jay Rubin's Haruki 
Murakami and the Music of Words, where he writes that it was 
"stipulated in Murakami's contract that the book should not 
exceed a certain length". Rubin, in fact, handed in both an 
abridged and a complete translation, but Knopf stuck to their 
ridiculous word-limit. May they suffer at the hands of the literary 
gods for their crimes against helpless readers and Murakami. 
But it's just another reminder, that when you read a book in 
translation you're getting screwed -- often far worse than you 
could even contemplate.  

Word limit?! I'm feeling a little sick. Has anyone else read Rubin's 
account or otherwise heard about this?2  

 
This message was posted by Allycks.  Allycks uses the adjectives: horrifying and 
sick.  The adjective choice has told us the feeling that Allycks had the moment 
this person found the information.  When we later scrolled down the website, to 

                                                 
2 Haruki Murakami fans discussion website. 
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read the other responses, we will find more or less the similar emotion as 
understood from the chosen adjectives like: betrayed, lied to, utterly destroyed, 
upset etc.  Yet, some readers who realize and accept their incapability of 
accessing the Japanese language, have also given more understanding 
responses.  One says that as long as Haruki Murakami agrees to the cut version, 
then he/she would accept it.  Interestingly, there is a message fowarding the 
explanation of the case from Jay Rubin himself. Here is the explanation. 

The cutting done on WIND-UP is a complex matter. The more 
you look into it and into the question of revision, the more you 
realize there is no single authoritative version of ANY 
Murakami work: he tinkers with everything long after it first 
finds its way into print. I once heard that Willem de Kooning 
would occasionally follow a painting of his to the gallery and 
revise it on the wall, and Murakami's willingness to fix his stuff 
reminds me of that. 

I did virtually all the cutting on WIND-UP, but I would have 
done none at all if Knopf hadn't told Haruki that the book was 
too long and would have to be cut by some number of words (I 
think it was around 25,000 words). Afraid that they would hire 
some freelancer who could wreak havoc on the novel, and 
filled with a megalomaniac certainty that I knew every word in 
the book--maybe better than the author himself--after having 
translated all three hefty volumes, I decided to forestall the 
horror by submitting my manuscript in two versions: complete, 
and cut. Knopf took my cut version pretty much as is (which no 
doubt saved them a lot of work and expense; like Phil, I was 
not recognized as an editor in anything other than the notice in 
the front of the book). 

Having recently completed Book 3, Haruki felt incapable of 
cutting that, but he had enough distance from Books 1 and 2 to 
mark many passages for elimination--many SHORT passages 
that didn't add up to much in terms of word count. I included 
most--BUT NOT ALL--of his cuts as part of my cut version (in 
some, I thought he had taken out important passages), and of 
course sent the entire cut version to him. Later, when the 
paperback version of the Japanese text appeared, I found that 
Haruki had incorporated into that many--BUT NOT ALL-- of the 
cuts he had suggested for the translation, so the hard cover 
and paperback versions in Japanese are different from each 
other. 3 

                                                 
3 Haruki Murakami fans discussion website. 
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From the explanation we learn that the translation project has involved several 
parties.  As translator, Jay Rubin had been told that there was the publisher’s 
policy on the length of the expected English translation that Rubin should meet.  
Jay Rubin had submitted two different versions of the English translation.  One 
was the complete translated version.  The second was the cut version according 
to his considerations.  The publisher took the cut version and consulted it with 
Murakami.  Then Murakami checked it and gave his cut version.  When the 
Japanese published the hard cover and paperback versions in Japanese, Jay 
Rubin was sure of their differences.   The Japanese hard cover has the complete 
version and the Japanese paperback has the cut version. 

From the Murakamis’ fans page website, I also learn that from this 
English cut version then the translation to other languages was made.  The 
German translation was sure to be produced from the English cut version, not the 
Japanese complete version.  The readers have also reported that the German 
version and the Finnish version were seemingly translated from the English rather 
than the Japanese text.  Meanwhile, the French version and the Chinese version 
seem to be translated from the Japanese complete version. For the Dutch 
version, the translator has stated that the Dutch version was produced from the 
Japanese paperback edition which he believed as the cut version under 
Murakami’s approval.  

We learn from the website the disappointment from the readers and also 
the complexity of the matter from the perspectives of the translators.  There is 
also clear information on the one who is responsible for the cut or the abridged 
version. In the case of the translation of The Wind-Up Bird Chronicle, the 
responsibility did not only go to the translator(s), but also to the publisher and the 
author.  As a translator, Jay Rubin has been complimented by Murakami himself 
as a meticulous detailed translator.  Jay Rubin has submitted two translation 
versions, the complete and the cut versions.  The cut version was meant to meet 
the minimum pages that was determined by the publishing company.  The 
publisher picked the cut version, consulted with the author on the matter and after 
they made a deal they printed and published the cut version for the English 
translation.   

 In terms of adaptation, Murakami’s works have been adapted into 
various forms, such as films, stage presentations, music, multimedia stage 
presentation and video games.  The film adaptations were made for Hear the 
Wind Sing, Norwegian Wood, The Second Bakery Attack, On Seeing the 100% 
Perfect Girl One Beautiful April Morning, Tony Takitani, Blind Willow, Sleeping 
Woman and some short stories.  The Wind-Up Bird Chronicle was adapted into 
multimedia stage presentation incoporating live actors, video projection, 
traditional Japanese puppetry and immersive soundscapes.  From Blind Willow, 
Sleeping Woman and The Elephant Vanishes, a video game had been made.   
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 With all of these translations and adaptations, Haruki Murakami has 
established his position in the world literature.  Many worldly awards or prizes 
have been given to his works.  Murakami has been acknowledged as a prominent 
figure in the world literature.  It is regretable that there was a case of translation 
that led to the publishing company of the cut versions of Murakami’s works.  As 
literary scholars, I feel sad that Murakami agreed to release the cut versions 
without any information its cut version.   

 

Conclusion 

Discussing the translation case of Murakami’s novels, we had learned a very 
good lesson.  Although, the translation has helped the author to make his/her 
position in the constellation of world literature, but it has also led to a controversial 
situation like creating a cut version of a literary work.  The readers will mostly 
regret this and feel bertrayed.  Murakami after succeeds in his Japanese 
circulation,  goes to the world literature by publishing the English version.  Slowly 
but sure, Murakami has gained a good position in the world literature.  He has 
been invited to many European countries and United States.  He has received an 
honorary doctorate of  Letters from some world universities.  From the English 
translation, some translations to other languages have also been produced.  
Murakami’s novels were translated also into French, Finnish, Chinese, German 
and other languages.   

When the fact about the English version was revealed, we learn a good 
lesson. A shocking finding for the readers that what they think as an original work 
turns out to be an abridged work.  In Murakami’s case, the most responsible one 
is the publisher.  Although, the publisher has made an agreement with the author, 
I think this is a negative situation for literary field. The readers should have been 
informed from the beginning that the version they have abridged or not abridged.  
This can be printed on one of the early pages following the inside cover.  The 
readers will be aware of the situation from the beginning, therefore they won’t feel 
betrayed and angry. 
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