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Chapier One

Introduction

The classic Chinese novel San Guo Yan Yi (commonly translated as
Romance of the Three Kingdoms) outlines the great and terrible events of the
period from A.D. 168 to 280, when China’s first great dynasty, the Han (202
B.C.—A.D. 220), was riven, through decades of bloody battles, into three
separate states at near constant war with each other. San Guo Yan Yi was
disseminated overseas at a comparatively early date. The earliest translation
into a foreign language was the one into Japanese in 1689, and the novel
remains the most popular foreign work of fiction among Japanese readers. The
earliest English-language version was produced as early as 1820, with several
partial translations published in various genres before C. H. Brewitt-Taylor
produced the first full-text version in 1925. The enduring popularity of the
novel, and its numerous translations, is testament to its great literary merit. As
one of its translators, Moss Roberts (1991: 937), remarks:

Three Kingdoms describes China’s traditional political culture and its struggle to
define its political form, transporting the reader from the highest councils of
dynastic power to the lowest fringes of society, from the capital and key provinces
to the edges of the empire and beyond. It is a tale of China itself in its infinite
variety, a tale peopled with kings and courtiers, commanders and scholars,

magicians and peasant rebels.

This book examines the intertextual relations, based on the English

translations of the novel San Guo Yan Yi, two full-length translations and

1



Intertextuality in the English Translations of San Guo Yan Yi

more than twenty excerpted renderings and partial adaptations from 1820
onwards, on the one hand the interactions between the versions in historical
context and on the other the intertextuality in the translation between two
different cultures. In the first chapter, I present the background to the original
text and the theoretical approach I have taken. After setting out the theory of
intertextuality and the academic debate surrounding this concept, I discuss
the relation between texts, translators and other agents in the production of
a translated work. I then analyse twenty-eight partial translations of San Guo
Yan Yi (that is, translations of excerpts of the novel) which were serialized
in periodicals, monographs and even textbooks during the 19th and 20th
centuries, as well as two full-text versions by C. H. Brewitt-Taylor and Moss
Roberts. I also consider paratexts, including critics’ reviews, forewords,
afterwords, acknowledgements of translated texts, and so on. The introductory
chapter concludes with a summary of the scope of my project and an overview
of the structure of this book.

1.1 San Guo Yan Yi

San Guo Yan Yi ({ —[E{# X ), Romance of the Three Kingdoms), composed
by Luo Guanzhong (¥ 1 ) in the 13th to 14th century is a historical novel
based on San Guo Zhi ({ =& ), Records of the Three Kingdoms) written by a
historian and critic Chen Shou (P74 ). It is the first full-length book with clear
chapter divisions to appear in ancient China. I call it a historical novel here yet,
in fact, San Guo Yan Yi as a literary work spans three genres: novel, epic and
drama. As a Qing scholar Zhang Xuecheng (F22#ii ) remarks, it is “seven parts
facts and three parts fiction” (-4 8152, =73 HEf4 ).

San Guo Yan Yi outlines the great and terrible events of the period from
A.D. 168 to 280 when China’s first great dynasty, the Han (202 B.C.-A.D.
220), was riven, through decades of bloody battles, into three separate states
at near constant war with each other. It features the waxing and waning of the

states with literary complexity and depth. This novel has also been effective in



popularizing Confucian moral ideas and instilling them into individual moral
life. The novel focuses on the discrepancy between rites and appropriateness.
Lots of characters are framed within these values, like Guan Yu, who is the
embodiment of courage and faithful service to his lord and whose virtue has

fascinated readers and theatre audiences for centuries.

1.1.1 San Guo Yan Yi and Ilts Development

The novel has been described as a compilation of subject matter built up
over generations. Indeed, in the twelve hundred years between the events and
the novel, various historians, officials, philosophers and poets interpreted the
stories in their special contexts. So it is interesting and necessary to consider
the following questions: on what basis did they make their choice? How
did the author Luo Guanzhong come to create San Guo Yan Yi under their
influence? Three issues will be discussed in the following parts: use of source,
dynastic legitimacy, and two editions of the novel.

Firstly, let us begin with the sources of the novel. Various genres can be found
in the sources on which Luo Guanzhong based his work, including traditional
historical records, oral texts from story-tellers and dramas or plays in the Yuan
Dynasty. The main source for the period is the San Guo Zhi, or Records of the
Three Kingdoms (SGZ). The author, Chen Shou (A.D. 233-297), wrote the SGZ
in sixty-five chapters, which consist of single or multiple lives (% zhuan) of the
leading figures of the age. Chen Shou’s work is not written in a novel genre, but
as a series of biographies with essential facts about each individual’s life. And it was
greatly enriched one hundred and thirty years after his death by Pei Songzhi (3£,
Z)’s annotations (Pei Songzhi, 2011), which incorporated a lot of new material.
Another work, Zi Zhi Tong Jian (%% 5 18 % ), General Mirror for the Aid of
Government), composed in A.D. 1084 by a northern Song historian Sima Guang
(A EHG), is also an ancestor to the novel. The book (Sima Guang, 2012) covers 1,362
years of Chinese history, including the late Han — Three States period.

Story-telling tradition also had a considerable impact on the novel San
Guo Zhi Yan Yi Ping Hua ({ =B & i#H L% ), PH). It can be described as

3 s —————
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Intertextuality in the English Translations of San Guo Yan Yi

a storyteller’s prompt book version of the novel in colloquial language and

presents the events of the century in serial fashion. The narrative is crudely
4 handled but PH clearly sets out the outline of the plot of the later San Guo
Yan Yi. It is apparent that the author of San Guo Yan Yi was familiar with it,
although we cannot be sure that the novel was based on this novella.

Moreover, dramas written on San Guo Yan Yi subjects developed particular
incidents and characters and had a limited focus, usually a single episode. Most
of the extant plays feature Liu Bei or heroes devoted to him — Kongming, Lord
Guan, Zhang Fei and so on. The others deal with Cao Cao, Dong Zhuo and Li
Bu. The salient feature of the Yuan plays is that they are either entirely fictional
or fictional elaborations on traces of historical data. Working with a small cast of
characters and within a time frame restricted to a few episodes, the plays develop
their chosen subjects imaginatively. This was an inspiration to the novelist. The
most striking creation of the dramatists is the character of Lord Guan. In San
Guo Zhi, Chen Shou used less than one thousand words to describe him, yet the
character became a dominant figure of Yuan Dynasty drama Three Kingdoms. A
difference between PH and the Yuan drama is that PH was dominated by Zhang
Fei and Kongming, but the drama made the figure of Lord Guan paramount
and in this respect decisively influenced the novel. The return of Lord Guan
as a ghost in the novel is based on Guan Hanging (¢ { #l)’s surviving Three
Kingdoms play, The Double Dream ({ 5 XUER 7§ %548 ).

Now I would like to elaborate on the second issue, dynastic legitimacy,
which was debated and revised several times in the centuries and influenced
the shaping of the characters in the novel. Broadly speaking, there are two
attitudes towards legitimacy: one is pro-Shu-Han and the other is pro-Cao-
Wei. In the early Tang Dynasty, the ruling house expressed pro-Cao sentiments;
Li Shimin (Z={tR), the second emperor, praised Cao Cao as a sage. A historian
in the Northern Song, Sima Guang, holds a view of dynastic legitimacy like
Chen Shou’s which is “northern” not “southern”, acknowledging the Wei — a
view other Northern Song historians such as Su Dongpo (#4:3% ) and Ouyang
Xiu (BKFH1& ) share. In his work Zi Zhi Tong Jian, Sima Guang explicitly excludes
the claims to legitimacy of Liu Bei.

The other attitude is sympathy for Shu-Han. Sometimes, sympathy for Shu



rather than for Wei was a political touchstone. For example, Zhu Yuanzhang (4
JUHR), the first emperor of the Ming Dynasty, attempted to portray himself as an
emperor after the model of Liu Bang, the first emperor of Han. If we could say
the presumed author Luo Guanzhong lived in that period when the ruler was
Zhu Yuanzhang, then San Guo Yan Yi can be seen as celebrating the restoration of
Han-like rule in China. Thus, the novel naturally builds upon the contradiction
between Liu Bei and Cao Cao. Apart from the involvement of the political
element, we could also discern the impact of some important scholars on the
novel. The most important Southern Song champion of Liu Xuande’s cause was
the model of neo-Confucian philosophy, Zhu Xi (4 ). His work in 1172
directly influenced the novel San Guo Yan Yi. Zhu Xi recast the Zi Zhi Tong Jian,
which was composed by Sima Guang in a slightly altered form, placing Sima
Guang’s text under a series of interpretative headlines which imposed a judgement
on the events recounted. Zhu Xi treated Liu Xuande as the legitimate successor
to Han; he rejected Sima Guang’s technical acceptance of Wei as Han’s heir. The
Yuan plays continued the Southern Song tradition of taking the side of Liu Bei
against Cao Cao. In the Yuan drama, even the southern China side, Wu Kingdom,
were regarded as enemies of Liu Bei. For example, in Guan Hanging’s Dan Dao
Hui ({ #1714 ), Lone Swordsman Attends the Feast), Lu Su is the villain, with his
plot to kidnap Lord Guan and retake Jingzhou. However, the novel San Guo Yan
Yi corrects this as well as other fictional excesses in the dramatic texts.

The third issue is the most relevant to the translations: the original
editions and its interlinear commentary. Twelve hundred years after the
historical events, the novel San Guo Yan Yi was written. It is titled San Guo
Zhi Tong Su Yan Yi ({ =EEEBE L), TS). Scholarly attempts to date the
work have produced various suggestions, ranging from Northern Song to
the mid-Ming. The oldest complete printed edition, published in 1522, has a
preface dated 1494 in addition to its own preface. Moreover, interlinear notes
accompanying the 1522 edition seem to postdate the text itself. The dating
problem is complicated by the problem of authorship. The novel has been
traditionally assigned to the late Yuan-early Ming (around 1350-1390), and
many accept this approximation, if only because the presumed author, Luo
Guanzhong, lived at that time.
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