Notes on Some English Translations
of Classical Chinese Drama

Ching-Hsi Perng

In “Language as Discovery: An Aspect of Yuan Drama,”! 1 wrote
concerning the levels of language in the zsa-chii (% 8 ) plays:

If we take a close look at it, we find tsa-chii — as handed down to us in
Ming anthologies — consist not merely of lyrics interspersed with prose,
but rather of at least three levels of lanquage, formally and functionally
distinguishable: lyric, represented by arias; prose, constituting most of the
dialogue; and verse, most often appearing as an entrance or exit piece, but
sometimes used for different purposes, as, for example, in a sbliloquy. The
formal features of these levels are easily recognizable; their dramatic
import, however, is not — particularly in the case of verse.2

For illustration, I cited a verse. in Kuan Han-ch’ing’s (3§ ) Tou O yuan
(B %), the original of which as well as my English translation is given
below (R: Rhyme):
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( STHEE > p. 1504 )

Physician by profession am 1.

Patjents I have treated have been known to die,

But complaints from those who passed away

Have never closed my doors for half a day. ' B

Hard by there lives a certain Madame Ts'ai.
Some twenty silver taels I owed

This hag. The more importunate she-became,
The more it fanned my anger’s flame —

Till I set upon her on a lonely road.

There, two meddlers happened by

Raising such a hue and cry:

“Murder foul in broad daylight!”’

Idropped my rope and fled in fright.
Nothing happened all that night,
But my wits had all been shaken
And my conscience did awaken:

Human life’s the thing of greatest worth,
The prime concern of Heaven and Earth.
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Physician no longer, I will lead

A new life to change my karma. And I'll read
A passage from the sutras for those dead
Whose sad, untimely deaths are on my head.

Along with the translation I argued in the article that “the verse contains
various kinds of messages, light and heavy, subtle yet unmistakably clear,”
and further that they are “all essential tc the audience’s understanding of and
response to the drama, and their effective conveyance depends in large
measure on the peculiar quality of verse as vehicle 3 That is why, in my
translation, I attempted to approximate the original also in thymed verse.
Somehow, however, this important distinction was overlooked in a recent
English version of the play.*

A couple of years have passed since I first made the observation. Now
I am the more convinced of the importance of recognizing levels of language
in classical Chinesé drama, while at the same time I feel less and less confident
that even the external features of verse are as “ecasily recognizable™ as 1
initially supposed. In the following pages I shall, at the risk of repeating
myself, reiterate this and a few other observations on some of the better
English renditions of the classical Chinese theater, with the fond hope tiat
they may be of some help to future translators.’

If

In Tou O yuan — again I refer to the most celebrated piece of Yuan
drama, to show how sadly the genre has suffered in. some translations — there
is another important verse. It appears in the last Act, when Tou T’ien-chang,
now a powerful Imperial Inspector, is visited by the ghost of his own
daughter, Tou O. When it is confirmed that she was indeed the convicied
murderer in an abominable case of parricide, Tien—chang gets so incensed
that he immediately starts lecturing her on the “Three Duties and Four
Virtues” ( =4£ P98 ), and then rattles off a harsh reproof:
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This verse was treated in the Selected Plays of Kuan Han-ching [sic]as if it
were mere prose, in form as well as in content:

But regardless of your duties, you have committed the gravest crime of ail!
The proverb says: Look before you leap, or you may be sorry too late.
For three generations no son of our clan has broken the law; for five
generations no daughter has married again. As a married woman, you
should have studied propriety and morality; but instead you perpetrated
the most terrible crime. You have disgraced our ancestors and injured my
good name. Tell me the whole truth at once, and nothing but the truth! If
you utter one false word, I shall send you to the tutelary god; then ycur
spirit will never re-enter human form, but remain = hungry ghost forever in
the shades.5 '

Compare the two versions and it is clear that, while the translation has done
justice to the ““content” of the original, it has neglected the verse form which
is instrumental in revealing a man excessively rigid, self-rightecus, and
moralistic. The passage is loaded with references to moral codes and to
religious beliefs, all of which give the Inspector’s censure a heavily bookish
cant, characteristic of the erstwhile Confucian scholar. Even when he is
seeing his own daughter (in ghost form, it is true) for the first time in years,
hs acts more like a scholar-turned-justice than like a warm and loving father.
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Indeed, he seems so unfatherly at the moment that Tou O has to plead with
him not to threaten “like an angry wolf or tiger”; here the cliché means what
it says. The seriousness and inflexibility of Tou T’ien-chang’s message are
greatly enhanced by the rhymes, the parallelistic structure — the very verse
form itself.

This effect would be heightened in a stage performance, moreover,
where verse was, I believe, chanted or recited in some stylized fashion. If
nothing else, its mode of presentation would differ from that of the aria
(which was sung to music) or prose (which was plainly spoken). There is
another reason for preserving the distinctiveness of verse: it indicates that the
" chiang-ch’ang (5 B) tradition was still going strong.” The translator could
have done his reader a service by reproducing the passage in verse, or at the
very least he should have indicated in one way or another that it was verse in
the original.

I

The same flaw mars the English version of K’ung Shang-jen’s (FLf&14F)
The Peach Blossom Fan (RKTE BB, Tao-hua-shan)® a praise-worthy
rendition in most tespects. This chuan-chi ({8 37), like so many others,
abounds in rhymed verse; its dramatic significance is noticeable in the play.
The English translation, however, does not always differentiate it from prose.
This is unfortunate, and the misfortune seems the more regrettable when we
consider, first, that the playwright did set great store by the function of
verse (cf. K’ung’s preface), and second, that the translators have elsewhere
demonstrated their facility in versifying {e. g., page 24 contains a marvellously
rendered verbal play in verse form).

Aside from this, the rendition of The Peach Blossom Fan also provides
materials for case studies on how much freedom a translator can exercise.
Iet me first point out, however, that the most commendable aspect of this
translation is the diligent attention the three translators must have paid to the
context of each passage, sentence, and word. The Chinese character miao
(1), for instance, whose numerous reccurrences in the original somehow
does not offend the Chinese reader, appears in over a dozen English
equivalents. Not only is repetition annoying to the reader of English thus
avoided, but precision is achieved. As another example of their care, in Scene
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26 (*“The General Tricked™), the English version carefully emends a piece of
stage direction by inserting the phrase “accompanied by fellow officers”
(p. 194), thereby accounting for the appearance of two soldiers.

But there is the catch. In two instances at least, the translators have
obviously stepped out of bounds and thus become guilty of tampering with
the text. The first high crime was committed when they made it a point to
omit all repeated lines in a given aria. While this may be a convenient rule of
thumb, exceptions should have been allowed on occasions. Scene 36 (“Flight
from Disaster”) presents such a case. It comprises seven lyrics written to the
same tune, hsiang-liu-niang (& ¥ §8); each lyric is divided (by interspersed
prose) into three parts, each part beginning with repeated lines. Thus, for
example: S
BoERE BSERE
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'The English says:
- Waterlocks tell me the hour is late.

Through the winds of night I ride,
Where candles gutter by palace gate.

’ [spoken lines omitted]

. Streets of the capital silent now;
As I pass below the Phoenix Terrace,
The fate of my consorts grips my heart.

[spoken lines omitted]

A melancholy flight for them,
Lutes cradled in their arms,
And tears like falling pearls!
" (p. 259)
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Even without the music, which must have been the chief consideration in the
playwright’s choice of the tune, these lyrics transmit, through the use of
repetition, unmistakable feelings of urgency, horror, and irony. The English
version, doing without the repeated lines, falls short of reproducing those
notes of emphasis.

The second case of trespass is found in Scene 27 (“A Meeting of
Boats™), where fate brings Hou Fang-yli, Su K’un-sheng, and Mistress Li
together again. ‘The following exchanges take place when Hou learns of the
latest news of his beloved Fragrant Princess:

Hou [gives a loud wail]: My Fragrant Princess. Is she dead?

Li:  She did not die, but she injured herself till her face was streaming
with blood. Ma's odious lackeys kept on shouting outside the door,
so I took her place in despair and married T'ien Yang.

Hou: That was magnanimous, Words fail to express my relief. Now
where are you going in this boat?

Li: It has become my home. I live in it.

Hou: Why?

[Mistress Li remains silent.]

Su: She was driven out of T’ien’s house by his shrewish wife. Now she
is married to an officer whose boat this is.
Hou: How cruel that she should endure so many misfortunes.. ..

(p. 202)

In the Chinese text, however, the second and fourth pieces by Hou read,
[EEA 1, 1 FEEEEDT 4 BAREERESE ? and [ £
EIELCEE FHg, B4 . When literally rendered, they mean

Hou {[happily]: Good, good! So you're married to T'ien Yang. Now
where are you going in this boat?
and

Hou [smiling]: To have to go through all these misfortunes — what a pity,
what a pity!. .. :

The translators’ editing has great bearing on the characterization of Hou
Fang-yii, the protagonist. I would like to call attention to the way Hou
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expresses his relief and sympathy here — “happily” and “smilingly.” The
original establishes Hou as an ardent lover but outside of that capacity he is
callous and extremely self-centered: all he cares about is Ais Fragrant Princess.
If he is at all touched by Mistress Li’s noble deed of sacrifice, he does not
show it. As a matter of fact, he even sounds hypocritical as he smilingly
extends hollow words of regret. And yet all this is missing in the English
version. The translators have thus presented our hero in a more favorable
light than is justified by the original text.

v

None of the aforementioned strictures can be applied to a recent
translation of three zsa-chii plays featuring Judge Pao.® There, for instance,
the format of the translation is clear: lyric and verse are identified as such
and clearly marked off {rom the prose portion. The translator also adheres
most faithfully to the original. The translation is not without blemish, how-
ever. Specifically, the stage directions are left at times too laconic in this
rendition — as, indeed, in most others of the genre. The following, a long
piece by Chang Ch’ien in The Flower of the Back Courtyard (BREEFE),
serves to illustrate the point:

CHANG CH’IEN:.... Let me just open up this back door. (stumbles and
falls) Ghost! Ghost! (picks himself up) Oh, just the clothesline. That
gave me a start! Let me have another look. Here’s awell. Good old Judge
Pao, he must be a magician. It’s a well, sure enough! I'll just take a look
here. Why does it smell so bad? I'll have to go down and see, I guess.
Now, how can I get down? Well, there’s this clothesline. Il untie it,
attach one end to the railing of the well, and drop the other end down in;
then I'll hang on to the rope, go down into the well, and have a look.
(enters the well) Here'’s a sack. I wonder what's in it. I'll tie the rope
around it and once I get back up to the mouth of the well, I'll pull the rope
up after me. (climbs out of the well and pulls the rope) I've gotten the
sack up . ...

{p. 166)

In the four instances of stage direction, the Chinese text says, respectively,
BB SR M T HB R, md SRR

The reader of English should have relatively little problem with
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“stumbles and falls” or “picks himself up”: the directions seem to mean just
what they say. But even here the translator would do well to supply some-
thing like “mime” or “pantomime.” For, as Professor J. I. Crump has
pointed out, the Chinese character k0 (8} ) as a theatrical term quite often
involves some imaginable action or set of action, usually stylized.!® More
perplexing are the cases of “enters the well’”” and ““climbs out of the well and
pulls the rope.” Will the reader be led to believe that a stage well is physically
present? For lack of evidence one can perhaps never prove that case one way
or another; but the chances are that the well (and most likely the rope, t00)
exists only in the audience’s imagination, in the present case with the
assistance and at the direction of Chang Ch’ien. The thinking out loud of the
character in this pie¢e and many others like it is certainly meant to help the
audience “visualize” the presence of something that is not there.

A%

In the above I have noted what I consider three major defects that have
tainted some high-quality English renditions of classical Chinese drama. Each
stems from a failure to recognize or deal adequately with a certain aspect of
the genre; each may be remedied by simply paying more attention to the
genre’s linguistic features, to its extant scripts, or to its theatrical conventions.
This is where the scholar makes his small contribution to the perilous world
of translation: by illuminating the genre and its texts he can help the trans-
lator avoid some pitfalls. Perfection in the art of translation may remain an
impossibility on the realistic plane, but the translator who is ready to take
lessons from the past and take heed of the scholarship in his field will find his
task a lot easier.
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