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Abstract

The classics of Chinese drama, one of the significant carriers of the literary
and cultural values of Chinese traditional theatre, has always occupied an im-
portant position in the history of cross-cultural communication between China
and the Western world. Owing to its beautiful language, complicated plots,
magnificent structure, vivid characterization, and meaningful themes of aspir-
ing for freedom, happiness, liberation of personality against feudal ethical
code, The Peony Pavilion has successfully moved thousands of readers at home
and abroad, becoming the symbolic ones translated by Sinologists and ethnic
Chinese scholars living abroad in the Anglo-American cultural system such as
Harold Action, Cyril Birch, Stephen Owen, H. C. Chang, and Ch'u Chai &
Winberg Chai in the more than 280 years history of classical Chinese dramas’
spreading into the western world. In China, after the implementation of reform
and opening-up policy, sponsored by Chinese government’s projects for transla-
tion and publication of Chinese cultural works, the classics of Chinese drama as
a whole has experienced its golden season of translating and spreading into for-
eign countries, so has been the case of The Peony Pavilion. Many Chinese pub-
lishers have subsequently issued new English translations of this drama by Zhang
Guanggian, Wang Rongpei, Xu Yuanchong & Xu Ming. Up until now, the va-
riety of English translation of The Peony Pavilion has numbered 20 or even
more. However, in contrast to the flourishing translation situation of The Peony
Pavilion, the researches about classical Chinese drama translation and circula-
tion, including The Peony Pavilion, have always been marginalized with the sa-
lient features of “oneness” , “prescriptiveness” and “dispersivity”. Research-

ers who start from the philological angel usually assert that the classical Chinese
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drama “should” be translated in certain ways but neglect the controlling factors
of institution, market, repertoire, consumer etc. and the circulation and recep-
tion of dramas in the target language system in particular. This not only contra-
dicts with the true nature of classical Chinese drama translation as a means of
cross-cultural communication, but also departs from the initial intention of Chi-
nese Culture “Going-out” Strategy, and the flourishing translation situation of
The Peonyy Pavilion at present. Therefore, in light of the theories of translation
studies, media-translatology, and “The Making of Culture” advanced by Ita-
mar Even-Zohar, this paper intends to describe objectively the translating and
disseminating process of The Peony Pavilion in the Chinese and English cultural
context respectively with translation norms, creative treason, patronage, poet-
ics and ideology as the key points. Some suggestions and proposals are to be
drawn to enhance the theoretical researches and actual translation practice of
classical Chinese drama and other cultural projects at present.

This research shows that two different translation models have come into be-
ing in the process of The Peony Pavilion’s translation and spreading into the
western world, namely, the “in-coming” translation model adopted by sinolo-
gists and ethnic Chinese scholars living abroad and “out-going” translation
model adopted by domestic Chinese translators, which lead to wholly different
results of text reception. The former is carried out actively by the Anglo-Ameri-
can cultural systems according to their own demands in the process of cultural
development, while the latter, after the integration of individual translator’s en-
deavor with state’s will, is initiated to revive its culture and change China’s im-
age in the Anglo-American cultural systems.

In the first mode, the translators can co-ordinate the complicated relation-
ships between translation activities, target language institution, readers and
market, and use flexible translation strategies to meet the demand of ideology,
poetics and cultural repertoire adjustments in the system. The translation norms
they used has gradually shifted from target-language-oriented acceptability to
source-language-oriented adequacy, and stopped finally at the translator-orien-
ted one with the combination of acceptability and adequacy. Though the transla-

tion styles of sinologists and ethnic Chinese scholars living abroad are slightly
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different, but they have reached a tacit agreement on the translation of intoned
verses and arias, the language games such as puns, innuendos, personalized
language and cultural images etc. in The Peony Pavilion, to wit, they respect
the thymes and forms of the intoned verses and arias in the original language,
but never intends to transplant them at the sacrifice of meaning. Instead, they
translate preferably the content and spirit of those verses and arias with free Eng-
lish verse featured with flexible lines and similar rhythms. If necessary, concise
notes are frequently used to explain the meaning of these peculiar Chinese ex-
pressions and cultural items. When dealing with puns, innuendos, and ex-
tremely personalized dialogues, translators choose to recreate the expressive
effect within the original semantic frames and to differentiate various characters’
registers in idiomatic English. In terms of cultural stance, they respect Chinese
cultural elements instead of cleansing them. The audience, accordingly, has
shifted from the general public to the professional who has received Chinese lan-
guage and literature education. Owing to different translation strategies and veri-
fied external controlling factors, the disseminaltion effects of all translations are
quitely different in the distribution channels and the field of symbolic capital re-
production. Harold Acton and the Chais’ versions are gradually marginalized,
whereas Cyril Birch, Stephen Owen and H. C. Chang’s versions are favored by
readers and professionals alike. It is noticeable that, urged by the target lan-
guage market, institutions and readers etc, Cyril Birch’s English translation of
The Peony Pavilion, the most typical one, has gradually integrated into the An-
glo-American education system of Chinese language and literature, changing fi-
nally the construct of Chinese drama repertoire in the target language, and ful-
filling the canonization by entering into the anthology of Chinese literature and
history of Chinese literature which are frequently read by college students. Its
canonization, in turn, not only propels the further dissemination of The Peony
Pavilion and literary creation in Aglo-American system, but also exerts a con-
tinous influence upon the future translation and circulation mode of this drama.

The second textual production model is actually a kind of “planning” or
“interference” , started by the need of cultural construction in the source lan-

guage, of cultural repertoire in the target language system. After the combination
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of individual’s endeavors with the government’s will in two ways, under the di-
rect and indirect influence of political and cultural demands of Chinese govern-
ment, Chinese domestic translators has also completed the translation and dis-
semination of The Peony Pavilion in the mode of selective translation, editing
translation, and full-translation. The translation norms have similarly shifted
from target-language-oriented acceptability to source-language-oriented adequa-
cy, and stopped at translator-oriented norms mainly constrained by the source

language system, which are actually employed to fulfill scholars’ translating i-

deas “vivid in description and faithful in meaning” and “the art of beaut-
ification and creative competition” etc. In the earlier translation stage of The Pe-
ony Pavilion, Yang Xianyi and Gladys Yang takes the target reader into consid-
eration and simplifies the original drama’s content, form, literary images and
some peculiar Chinese expressions such as puns and idioms with few notes.
When translating intoned verses and arias, they are not confined by the rhymes
and forms, but resorts to free verse for the expression of the meaning. In 1990s
when Zhang Guangqian retranslates The Peony Pavilion, he delivers great re-
spect to the cultural meaning of the drama with adequate notes, and even tries
to retain the intoned verses and arias’ rhythms, prosody and the line-dividing
way by blank verse. While in the translations of Wang Rongpei, Xu Yuanchong
and Xu Ming published in the 2000s, translators pay more attentions to the o-
riginal drama’s poetic forms according to their own translation ideas, which are
enthusiastically embodied by the recreation of intoned verses and arias’ charms of
sound and forms. But this kind of pursuit is achieved at the sacrifices of semantic
meanings and cultural images with the translation method of abstraction, gener-
alization and omission. Further more, there is not any English note in the long
and heavy translation of 55 parts to explain the historical and cultural items con-
cerned. This is, in fact, a type of cultural cleansing and filtration, forming a
sharp contrast to the prevalent translation norms of The Peony Pavilion in Anglo-
American cultural system. When these versions enter into the Anglo-American
cultural systems with the patronage of Chinese government, they are treated in-
differently by the target language readers both in the channels of distribution,

reception and symbolic production. Cyril Birch’s translation, the typical one pro-
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duced by the Anglo-American cultural system, still occupies the dominant posi-
tion in the polysystem of translated Chinese literature, whereas translations pro-
duced by domestic Chinese scholars are trapped helplessly in the state of margin-
alization.

&

The sharp contrast between “canonization” and “marginalization 7 de-
picts the failure of the translation model of The Peony Pavilion under the patron-
age of Chinese Government. The main reasons are the initiators and organizers’
inadequate cognition of the true nature of literature translation and dissemina-
tion, and the current translation and reception situation of The Peony Pavilion in
the Anglo-American cultural system, the unreasonable translation strategies of
the domestic Chinese scholars, and dislocated audience of the target language
system. For the benefits of translation and dissemination of Chinese classical dra-
ma and other translation projects related to Chinese Literature “ Going-out” at
present, it is suggested that an impartial concept of literature translation and
dissemination should be established before the initiation of certain translation
project; adequate advice and suggestion before translation planning should be
collected from the English readers, especially the professionals represented by
sinologists so as to get a clear idea about “what to translate” and *for whom to
translate” . As for the issue “who to translate” , the case of The Peony Pavilion
proves again that it is inadvisable to rely solely on domestic Chinese translators.
Full plays are strongly suggested to give to sinologists and ethnic Chinese schol-
ars living abroad, and Sino-foreign cooperation is the effective way for Chinese
literature “ Going-out”. On the question of “how to translate” , translators are
recommended to research carefully about the translation and reception situation
of certain work before actual translating, and to transcend the dichotomy of nat-
uralization and foreignization in the process of translating Chinese literature into
Anglo-American cultural systems, which will be followed by some flexible and
practical methods such as selective translation, editing translation and full
translation etc. to meet the needs of intended audience in the target language
system. Of course, to facilitate Chinese literature “ Going-out” , measures in
the circulation channels are also needed, for instance, broadening the old cir-

culation channels and exploring new ones, the strict implementation of “locali-
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zation Strategy” in the production and promotion process etc.

Key words: The classics of Chinese Drama, Literary Translation and Dis-

semination, The Peony Pavilion, Canonization, Marginalization
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