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Xu Yuanchong Bom in Jiangxi, China, in 1921, Xu Yuanchong
is a professor at Peking University and a famous translator. He has
published more than 100 translated works in Chinese, English and
French, being the only scholar on translating classical Chinese poetry
into English and French rhymes. He was nominated for the Nobel Prize
in Literature in 1999 and obtained the Lifetime Achievement Award
for Chinese Translation Culture in 2010. In 2014 he claimed Aurora
Borealis Outstanding Literary Translation Award, the highest honor in
the intemational field of translation, which is the first time for this award
being conferred on an Asian translator.
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Preface

As early as three thousand years ago, China was a leading
country in the world. So far as philosophy is concerned, there
were Confucius and the Old Master in the 5th century B. C.
while in the West there were Socrates, Plato and Aristotle in the
4th B. C. So far as literature is concerned, we had our Book of
Poetry while the West had Homer’s epics /liad and Odyssey. The
difference is that Homer’s epics glorify war and heroes while the
Book of Poetry sings the praise of peace and the common people.
For instance, in Homer’s //iad we find the wellknown couplet in
Hector s farewell address to Andromache:

Where heroes war, the foremost place I claim,

The first in danger as the first in fame.

But in the Book of Poetry we find the following verse in Duke
Liu, the second legendary hero of the House of Zhou, who moved
from Tai to Bin in 1796 B. C. :

He built a new capital

For his people all.

Some thought it good for the throng,

Others would not dwell there for long.

There was discussion free:

They talked in high glee.



To build a new capital was hard labor, and discussion free showed
that there was democracy in the throng. This verse glorifies the
laboring life of the common people and their free discussion
on the building of the capital. This shows that China enjoyed
freedom and democracy far earlier than the West. Therefore, the
translation of the Book of Poetry of Zhou dynasty, and poetry of
other dyansties, such as Tang poetry, Song lyrics, and Yuan songs,
will make Chinese culture known to the world on the one hand,
and on the other, help the world make greater progress in political,
economical and cultural development.

In the world of today, there are 1.3 billion people who use
the Chinese language and about 800 million who use the English,
so Chinese and English are the most important languages in the
world, and the translation between them is also as important.
But how to translate one into the other? In the West, Eugene
Nida’s translation theory is in vogue, that is the principle of
dynamic equivalence. But Nida could only translate between
Western languages and he did not understand the Chinese. Could
his theory be applied to the translation between Chinese and
English? According to statistics, about 90% of the vocabulary of
one Western language can find its equivalent in another Western
language. But between the Chinese and the English vocabulary,
we can find no more than 50% of equivalence. That is to say,
in translation between these two languages, the principle of

equivalence can be applied only to half of the vocabulary of either



language. Then how about the other half to which the principle
cannot be applied? When there is equivalence between two words
or expressions, one says as much as the other. When there is not,
one says more or less, better or worse than the other. In this case,
I prefer more to less, and better to worse. That is to say, if the
target language cannot say as much as the source language, I think
it better to say more than to say less than the original, to excel
the original than to fail to express the original idea. Therefore,
the theory I put forward may be called Principle of Excellence,
that is, when the principle of equivalence cannot be applied, we
may try to find a better or an excellent expression. This may be
illustrated by examples. Following are two versions of the same
poem, one follows the principle of equivalence and the other that
of excellence.
(A) It drizzles thick on the Pure Brightness Day;
1 travel with my heart lost in dismay.
"Is there a public house somewhere, cowboy?"
He points at Apricot Bloom Village faraway.
(B) A drizzling rain falls like tears on the Mourning Day;
The mourner s heart is going to break on his way.
Where can a wineshop be found to drown his sad hours?
A cowherd points to a cot ‘mid apricot flowers.
The Pure Brightness Day is equivalent to the original in word
but not in sense, for it is contradictory to say it drizzles on a pure

bright day. On the contrary, the Mourning Day is not equivalent



in word but succeeds in expressing the idea. A drizzling rain falls
like tears says more than the oringinal while it drizzles thick says
less. Here I prefer more to less for the comparison between rain
and tears makes the reader understand the mourner’s heart in the
second line. Likewise, fo drown his sad hours also says more, but
it also helps to understand why the mourner needs a wineshop.
These examples show how to apply the principle of Excellence
when that of Equivalence fails. As to further explication, please

read the preface in Chinese.

Xu Yuanchong
Aug. 18, 2012, at Peking University
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