Some Problems of Translation of Baduk Terms into English

Charles Matthews

The game of baduk (go normally in English, from the Japanese igo) is becoming fully internationalised, with important professional associations in China, Korea and Taiwan as well as Japan, amateur players and associations in at least 50 further countries, and a growing body of players using servers to play online quite independently of national boundaries.  Since English is increasingly used as the international language, for example in the field of technology, a major part in spreading the game can be played by English-language literature, in particular by translations of existing books and articles.  This paper looks at past and present difficulties in the way of attaining an agreed set of translations of the technical terms of the game.

History

Two books important in the development of the literature in English were Vital Points of Go by Takagawa (1958) and Go Proverbs Illustrated by Segoe (1960), both published by the Nihon Ki-in.  At that time it still seemed possible that Japanese terms would form the basis of the technical vocabulary of the game, much as Italian terms are familiar to anyone with an interest in classical music; and would give some access to the large existing literature.  

The process, however, of introducing English equivalents was important to attract beginners, then as it is today.  At this stage we see 'ladder' for the Japanese shicho (Korean ch'uk), not a literal translation, and 'snapback' for uttegae (Korean huidori), which is much easier for native speakers.  'Net' for geta (Korean jangmun) came somewhat later.  Difficulties were caused by the use of 'squeeze' for Japanese hasami, which today would be a deprecated usage.  We now distinguish 'pincer' from 'clamp' (hasamitsuke, Korean hyupggong); and squeeze is used for Japanese shibori.
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From 1961 the Nihon Ki-in published Go Monthly Review (later Go Review) in English, with some material in German.  Often technical terms were left untranslated, or translated only tentatively (eg tsukiatari is rendered as a 'bumping' play – we'd now say 'butting').  The American Go Journal was founded in 1949, the British Go Journal in 1967.  The list of terms in the International Handbook and Dictionary compiled around 1970 had risen to around 300.  Some of the received definitions, though, can be questioned for accuracy.

Early Difficulties

An initial example of a cultural difficulty was the 'Carpenter's Square', a notorious life-and-death problem.  There is no direct and common equivalent of the rice measure (ichigomasu in Japanese) in English, so the Segoe book (translated by John Bauer) required a substitution, a tool for making 90( angles.
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Another source of difficulty arose from homophones in Japanese, where players learned directly from a teacher rather than from the printed page.  That led to tsukekoshi, cutting across the knight's move, being labelled a blow at the 'waist'.  Since however this works well enough as an English idiom, no real harm was done.

Although it is highly desirable that translation of terms shouldn't confound two distinct ideas, in one common case it is probably too late.  In English 'extend' is used to translate both of Japanese nobi and hiraki.  If you need to distinguish these, it is possible to say 'solid extension' for nobi.

Static and Dynamic

John Fairbairn has emphasised a deeper-lying problem with translations from the Japanese verb forms (verbal nouns, usually the forms quoted, ending in -i).  Namely, that the element of process has typically become lost, leaving an impoverished or even distorted significance of what is said.  As pruned back to the pattern left when that process has ceased, a procedure seems to have been translated by a static 'shape' or 'trace'.

This comment matches an ambivalence in the basic choice of words (is it a 'move' or a 'play' on the board?), and also a rigidity of approach limiting the understanding of many Western amateurs. There might be considered a responsibility on translators to remedy this lack.  It isn't quite clear whether it lies in the choice of words, or just indicates something about the reader's general understanding.

One pair of examples, still to be handled to everyone's satisfaction, consists of suji (Japanese) and haengma (Korean).  These are generic words for the tactics of the game.  While suji is often linked with kata, or fundamental pattern, haengma (literally 'moving horse') uses a graphic metaphor to emphasise movement.  One could also mention the misunderstanding of sabaki (Japanese) as the description of a kind of light shape, when it is in some cases a process of settling a group that leads to shape of that kind.

In translations from the Korean I have found that there is a lesser-known problem area of this kind.  In dealing with the influence of a corner enclosure, or a framework, Korean authors will use dynamic language.  For an English translation one is left in two minds between 'extend' and 'expand'.  For example a play in front of a corner enclosure is both an 'extension' (implying perhaps only an occupation of a point) and an 'expansion' (in the sense that a framework appears or grows along with it).
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Extension or expansion?

(One could suggest the replacement of 'two-point extension' by 'two-point expansion', to deal with the problem noted above.  This sort of change is perhaps unlikely on a practical level.)

Whether or not there is a clear linguistic case for this difficulty (technically, intensional meaning) for translations from a given oriental language, future translators may want to give some consideration to its handling .

The Trouble with Hane

If one looks not at complex strategic terms, but at the most basic shapes, the Japanese term hane (Korean jutchim) is the only one that presents real difficulty in finding an English translation.

At present hane is used very commonly by English-speaking players, in compounds such as the typical endgame play hane-connect (hanetsugi), 'double hane' for Japanese nidanbane, and 'hane-murder' from the proverb 'there is death in the hane'.  The second Japanese term osae (Korean nurum) is not used in English, so that some shades of meaning are lost.

The Chinese terms are even more complex, and have seen some recent change.  According to John Fairbairn they now line up as: 

ban1 – the main term with variants such as nei ban (inside hane) and wai ban (outside hane).

chuo1 (twist, as of thread), which used to be the plainest equivalent of hane until ban took over;

qiao1 (lift the foot) or qiao2 (raise the head) for an upward hane (haneage); 

na4 (press down = osaeru) now usually replaced by xia ban.

It has been proposed that hane should be translated now in English by 'bend'.  Well, there is a problem of a kind noted above, namely that bend is already used (for Japanese magari).  The proposal should therefore also include the suggestion that 'turn' is to be used consistently for magari.

This would also require accepted equivalents of compound terms, such as hanekaeshi.  A more complete listing of terms and proposals has been put in the Appendix 1 as Table 4.

Conclusion

The game of chess reached Europe about 1000 years ago.  Some of its terms still are not translated from Persian, while the game may have been invented somewhere further east of present-day Iran; and others were misunderstood.   But the position has been stable for a long time.

Baduk was hardly known in Europe 100 years ago.  In the course of one generation the level has improved from a handful of strong amateurs, to the existence of European professional players.  It is however already clear that a uniform system of terminology just in English will not be achieved quickly.

The total baduk literature in English in books, magazines and on the Internet is perhaps around 50,000 pages.  A list of accepted English translations of terms that took it all into account would quickly become a small dictionary of all the basic concepts of the game.  Perhaps a style guide for future translations could be compiled with less work. 
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Appendix 1 Word Lists

Many lists of baduk technical terms have been compiled over the years, to help the reader of the English-language literature.  Some of these are mentioned in Appendix 2.  In this appendix we look at some lists arising from current practical needs, and comment on the usages to be found.  Our concern is not with definitions of terms, though there are some misconceptions that seem to be copied from list to list, but with the slightly different point of the existence of a good or adequate English translation.

We try to identify the following types of usage:

100
(100% successful translation) English equivalent word is universally accepted  (eg snapback) and should be used exclusively;

O+
(ordinary word, good translation) English word is universally accepted, and probably used in something over 90% of the literature.

O
Adequate translation.

These don't require further comment.

O-[note]
A translation in ordinary use, but with some serious problems, discussed in a note [number].

N[note]
Neologism: new word or new translation, not necessarily accepted, note [number].

D[note]
Deprecated usage: this word should be avoided in translation, note [number].

?[note]
A small number of terms remaining untranslated.

The numbered notes appear after each table.

Table 1  Word List from the British Go Journal

This list shows Japanese words defined in a word list of 43 terms printed recently in the British Go Journal (12 are common with Table 2, eight with Table 3, hane is the subject of Table 4, and these are discussed in those places).  About two-thirds of the terms in the list fall into our classes 100, O+ or O, and so are avoidable.  This gives a reasonable picture of today's practical problem of translation.  With some subdivision, the remaining usages number: O- five examples, N six examples, D two examples, ? three examples.

Term
Usage
Translation

aji
O-[1]
potential

aji keshi
O-[2]
thank-you play

damezumari
O+
shortage of liberties, lack of liberties

dango
100
dumpling shape

furikawari
O+
exchange, trade, trade-off

gote
O
loses initiative

hamete
O
trick play

hasami (sense 1)

hasamitsuke
100

100
pincer

clamp

hasami
D[3]
squeeze

ishinoshita
O+
play under the stones

katte yomi
N[4]
egotistic reading

kikashi
O-[5]
forcing play

nakade
N[6]
play at vital centre point

oiotoshi
N[7]

D[8]
chase-and-destroy attack

robber's attack

sabaki
O-[9]
skilful handling, disposal

sagari
O+
descent (towards the edge)

shodan
O+
1 dan

tengen
100
10-10 point

tenuki
O-[10]
play away

Notes

1.  The translation 'potential' is confusing since we also speak of 'potential territory' in frameworks.

2.  'Thank-you play' catches some of the meaning of aji keshi where that is a careless play removing bad aji in the opponent's position.  However the meaning of arigatai, the Japanese term from which the English phrase, is broader.  Also, aji keshi may also mean a play to remove aji in one's own position, and in this case 'thank-you play' would be wrong.

3.  Hasami (sense 1) was translated as 'squeeze' in some early books, but now squeeze should exclusively be used to translate shibori.

4.  This term katte yomi is a recent introduction by an English author, resident in Japan, writing in the BGJ.  Could also be translated 'self-centred reading' ('reading' for yomi is a 100% translation).

5.  'Forcing play' translates only the idea that the opponent should answer, ie that the play is sente, not the important extra sense that the exchange has a good 'effect', creates possibilities.

6.  Nakade might refer either to a key point of eye shape, or the process of killing a group by playing there.  The English term is from Janice Kim's books.

7.  It seems that oiotoshi is often left untranslated – it is quite an enjoyable word to use.

8.  This is a fanciful usage from an old book that is still in print.

9. Sabaki is often defined as a kind of light shape, which is certainly wrong; but the suggested translations are rather dry and lacking in explanation.

10.  Correctly 'omitting a play'.

Table 2 From Teach Yourself Go
This list appears in my book Teach Yourself Go, where I avoided Japanese terms wherever I could, for a very international market.  The overlap with the list used for Table 1 is quite large.

Term
Usage
Translation

chuban
100
middlegame

dame (sense 1)

dame (sense 2)
100

100
liberty (of a chain of stones)

neutral point (point unimportant for territory)

geta
O+
net

hoshi
O+
4-4 point; star point

ikken tobi
O+
one-point jump

jigo
O+
draw, drawn game

kakari
O+
approach play

keima
100
knight's move (ogeima is 'large knight's move')

kosumi
O
diagonal play

moyo
O
framework

nirensei
O
Two stars formation, opening

sanrensei
O
Three stars formation, opening

semeai
O
capturing race

shibori
O+
squeeze

shicho
O+
ladder

shimari
O
enclosure, corner enclosure

tsuke
100
contact play (NB hasamitsuke = clamp)

watari
O+
bridge under

yose
O[11]
endgame

Note

11. 'Endgame' can take the place of yose.  The translation of yoseko as 'indirect ko' in the book loses this implication.  The various different types of ko such as double ko have been translated in various ways in English, and the terminology is now very confused.  Probably 'indirect ko' should be kept to mean all kinds of ko that aren't simple, 'direct' kos that may be won with one play.

Table 3 From Jungsuk in Our Time and Hankuk Kiwon Guidebook

This table records some pairs of Japanese and Korean terms to be encountered in the KBA publications in the title.  Before treating these as precedents one should try carefully to understand the issues.

Korean term
Matching Japanese term
Usage
English Translation

baduk
igo
O+
go, Go

bik
seki
O-/?[12]
dual life (Janice Kim), local stalemate

choilki
byoyomi
O
overtime (any system)

dansoo/dansu
atari
?[13]
(threat to capture)

dum
komi
N
compensation (Janice Kim)

gup
kyu
?[14]
(grades lower than dan)

jungsuk/jungseok
joseki
O[15]
corner opening

kongbae
dame (sense 2, Table 2)
O
neutral point

maek
tesuji
?[16]
(skilful play)

maeg/maek
suji
O-[17]
tactic

matbogi
miai
O-[18]
equivalent points

pin 
oiotoshi
N[7]
see Table 1

pae
ko
?[19]
(repetitive situation)

poseok
fuseki
O
full board opening

samsam
sansan
O
3-3 point

somok
komoku
O
3-4 point, 4-3 point

sunsoo/sunsu
sente
O-[20]
initiative, taking or keeping the initiative.

Notes

12.  The best translation is impasse, a French word commonly used in English.

13.  Atari is now familiar in English, as the name on an American video games company!  One can use 'threat to capture' as a noun phrase, 'threaten to capture' as a verb phrase to replace it.  Of course this omits the sense that there is just one liberty left.

14. While dan is common to Chinese, Japanese and Korean in slightly different pronunciations, the Japanese kyu is less useful, partly because the disparity between Japanese kyu levels and Korean gup levels is quite large.  NB that the common custom in China and Korea of distinguishing professional dan players, given a grade written as a Chinese numeral, from amateurs who have their grade written as Arabic numeral, can be imitated by writing pro 6 dan as 6p, amateur 6 dan as 6d; this is now standard.

15.  The meaning of set pattern, not necessarily in the corner, is lost in the translation.

16.  While tesuji is commonly used in English, it is sometimes thought just to mean any strong play, making the meaning too broad.  There is no accepted translation: finesse, another French word commonly used by bridge players, is a possibility.

17.  The relations between Korean usage of maek and haengma, Japanese suji (and kata), are still to sort out.

18.  'Equivalent points' captures only the simplest 'A or B'  sense of miai.

19.  English-speaking players universally use ko.  Paegam is 'ko threat'.  See also note 11.

20.  While the translation is adequate, the distinction between keeping sunsoo and playing forcing moves is often not kept clear.

Table 3a Korean-English required in KBA Guidebook

Korean expression
English (Hankuk Kiwon Guidebook)

banchik
illegal play

bulg'yesung
win by resignation

chaksu
placing a stone

daeguk
match

daeguk jongryo
end of the endgame

haengma
mobile tactic (N[21])

hyung-se pandan
judgement of position

jip
territory

jongguk
end of the game

k'yega
counting the score

musungbu
void game

myosu
excellent play

soksu
less effective play, failing play

sungbusu
overplay (O-), make-or-break play (N), [22]

yeongusaeng
intensive study

These equivalents found by the translation team of Kim and Matthews haven't yet had much scrutiny, so are to be treated as provisional.  The romanisation isn't warranted.

Notes

21. Haengma is literally 'moving horse'.  It represents a distinctive concept that hasn't yet been assimilated by Western players.  At present haengma isn't translated.

22.  In its context, 'overplay' probably loses the implication of a deliberate attempt to reverse the result.

Table 4 Hane
The single term hane seems to be the most intractable.  We give a quadrilingual table (incomplete).

Chinese
Japanese
Korean
Usage
English


hane
jutchim
N[23]
bend


osae/osaeru
nurum
N[24]
bend


mage/magari

N[25]
turn


nidanbane
yidanjutchim
N[26]
double bend


hanekaeshi
dwejutchim
N[27]
staircase


hanetsugi
jutchyeoiyum
N[28]
bend-connect

ban1
hane

(current)


nei ban

anjutchim
(current)
inside bend

wai ban

baggattjutchim
(current)
outside bend

xia ban
osaeru

(current)


chuo1
hane

(older usage)


na4
osaeru

(older usage)


qiao1/ qiao2
haneage
(no term)
N[29]
upward bend

Notes

23.  As explained in the paper, there is no straightforward way to translate hane, without losing something.

24.  The term osae has never been current with English-speaking players; the distinction between, say, nidanbane and nidanosae (with a blocking effect) hasn't been rendered into English.

25.  A consequent change required would be to do without 'bend' for magari.

26.  This is a very common compound.

27.  My own suggestion, rather than counter-bend.

28.  Hane-connect is current usage.

29.  It is difficult for me to do more than report on these usages supplied by John Fairbairn.  Upward always refers to development towards the centre. 


Bend (hane) and turn (mage)


Double; staircase; inside; outside

Table 5 Miscellaneous 

Japanese
Usage
English translation

hiraki
O
extension (expansion N)

kata
O
pattern

nobi
O
(solid) extension

ponnuki
N
bang-off (used in Jungsuk)

tsukekoshi
O+
play at the waist (of a knights' move)

tsukiatari
O+
butting play (bumping play D)

uttegae(shi)
100
snapback

yomi
100
reading

Appendix 2 Sources
Books

Go International Handbook and Dictionary (ed. John Tilley, 2nd Edition 1972) Ishi Press

The Go Player's Almanac (ed. Richard Bozulich, 1992) Ishi Press

Golden Opportunities (Rin Kaiho tr. John Fairbairn, 1996) Yutopian Enterprises; the notes in this book contain a substantial word list by the translator.

Web sites

There are quite a number of web pages with word lists giving translations into European languages.  In general it shouldn't be assumed that definitions are reliable; many are copied from older lists.

http://www.cwi.nl/~jansteen/intergo/intergo.html

Large list in nine languages, inviting contributions.

http://www.algonet.se/~palund/glossary/term_000.htm

Swedish site giving a large number of definitions of Japanese words, with diagrams, briefly in English and at length in Swedish.

http://senseis.xmp.net/?GoTerms

Page can be edited by any visitor.

http://www.eden.rutgers.edu/~lud/game/godefinitions.html

http://www.britgo.org/bgj/glossary.html

Typical Japanese-English word lists; the second has diagrams.

http://www.kcat.zaq.ne.jp/smallbear/igodict/igodict.htm

Japanese page.

http://www.badukworld.co.kr/faq/terms2.htm

Korean page.

http://www.hu.zj.cninfo.net/~chenxj/wqtd/chin-eng.htm

Chinese page.

