
Yoko Tawada Portrait Of Tongue: A
Fascinating Journey Through Language and
Identity
When we think about the power of language, we often associate it with its ability
to convey ideas and connect people by breaking barriers. Yet, language can also
be a reflection of identity, deeply intertwined with our personal experiences and
sense of self. This is precisely what Yoko Tawada explores in her thought-
provoking and captivating work, "Portrait Of Tongue". In this article, we delve into
the depths of Tawada's mesmerizing literary universe, examining the intricate
relationship between language, identity, and culture.

A Multilingual Odyssey

Tawada, a renowned Japanese-German writer, has always displayed a unique
fascination with language and its multifaceted nature. Born in Tokyo, she later
moved to Germany, and her experiences as a bilingual author with dual cultural
influences provide the foundation for her extraordinary exploration of linguistic
and cultural identities in "Portrait Of Tongue".

This remarkable work takes readers on a poetic journey through a world where
language constantly shifts and transforms. Tawada's lyrical prose seamlessly
blends elements of Japanese and German, creating a rich tapestry of words that
challenges traditional definitions of language and culture.
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Throughout the narrative, she explores the idea that language is not merely a tool
of communication, but also a key to unlocking one's innermost self. By delving
into the complexities of language acquisition and the challenges faced by
multilingual individuals, Tawada invites readers to reflect on their own relationship
with language and its role in shaping their identities.

Exploring Identity

One of the most captivating aspects of "Portrait Of Tongue" is its ability to capture
the intricacies of identity formation. Tawada skillfully weaves together themes of
migration, cultural displacement, and the search for belonging, all through the
lens of linguistic expression. The characters in her stories often find themselves
caught between different worlds, grappling with the tension between cultural
heritage and the need for self-discovery.

Using language as a metaphorical mirror, Tawada's characters wander across
borders, embracing the fluidity of their identities. They resist being confined to the
rigid definitions of nationality and delve into the depths of linguistic possibilities,
ultimately discovering that their true identity transcends geographical and cultural
boundaries.
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Language as Landscape

Tawada's literary style combines poetic imagery and vivid descriptions to create a
surreal atmosphere where language becomes a landscape in itself. With
meticulous attention to detail, she masterfully paints pictures with words, drawing
readers into her carefully crafted worlds.

In "Portrait Of Tongue", language takes on physical characteristics, morphing into
landscapes that characters traverse. Words transform into mountains, rivers, and
valleys, transporting readers into a realm where linguistic exploration is akin to
embarking on a captivating journey into uncharted territories.

Through this unique approach, Tawada challenges readers to view language not
just as a means of communication, but as an immersive experience that shapes
our perception of reality and our place within it.

The Mirror of Translation

A central motif in Tawada's work is the act of translation, which serves as a
powerful symbol of bridging gaps between languages and cultures. Delving into
the complexities of translation, Tawada draws attention to the inherent limitations
of language, while simultaneously celebrating its role in fostering understanding
and connection.

Within the world of "Portrait Of Tongue", translation becomes a mirror reflecting
the gaps and intricacies of language. Tawada skillfully portrays the challenges
faced by translators, who strive to capture the essence of a text while recognizing
that some elements are inevitably lost in the process.

This exploration of translation serves as a metaphor for the broader human
experience – the perennial struggle to communicate and understand one another,



despite the inherent limitations of language. Tawada's masterful storytelling
invites readers to reflect on the importance of empathy and the power of
language to bridge divides.

Yoko Tawada's "Portrait Of Tongue" offers readers a profoundly insightful and
captivating journey through the intricate relationship between language, identity,
and culture. Through her lyrical prose and thought-provoking exploration of
multilingualism and it impacts on personal and collective identities, she
challenges conventional notions of language and invites readers to embark on
their own self-discovery.

By blending elements of Japanese and German, Tawada creates a narrative that
transcends borders and speaks directly to the heart, capturing the essence of
what it means to be human. "Portrait Of Tongue" is not simply a book to read, but
an immersive experience that will leave readers questioning their relationship with
language and the depths of their own identities.
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Yoko Tawada's Portrait of a Tongue: An Experimental Translation by Chantal
Wright is a hybrid text, innovatively combining literary criticism, experimental
translation, and scholarly commentary. This work centres on a German-language
prose text by Yoko Tawada entitled ‘Portrait of a Tongue’ [‘Porträt einer Zunge’,
2002]. Yoko Tawada is a native speaker of Japanese who learned German as an
adult.

Portrait of a Tongue is a portrait of a German woman—referred to only as P—who
has lived in the United States for many years and whose German has become
inflected by English. The text is the first-person narrator’s declaration of love for P
and for her language, a ‘thinking-out-loud’ about language(s), and a self-
reflexive commentary.

Chantal Wright offers a critical response and a new approach to the translation
process by interweaving Tawada’s text and the translator’s dialogue, creating a
side-by-side reading experience that encourages the reader to move seamlessly
between the two parts. Chantal Wright’s technique models what happens when
translators read and responds to calls within Translation Studies for translators to
claim visibility, to practice “thick translation”, and to develop their own creative
voices. This experimental translation addresses a readership within the academic
disciplines of Translation Studies, Germanic Studies, and related fields.

- This book is published in English. 
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