BENJAMINS

LIBRARY




Interpreters in
Early Imperial

Rachel Lung

Lingnan University

China

John Benjamins Publishing Company

Amsterdam / Philadelphia



(6’8\?"' The paper used in this publication meets the minimum requirements of
./  American National Standard for Information Sciences — Permanence of
Paper for Printed Library Materials, ANs1 239.48-1984.

Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data

Lung, Rachel.

Interpreters in early imperial China / Rachel Lung.

p. cm. (Benjamins Translation Library, 1SN 0929-7316 ; v. 96)

Includes bibliographical references and index.
1. Translators--China. 2. Translating and interpreting. L. Title.
P306.8.C6L86 2011
418%020951--dc23 2011026145
ISBN 978 90 272 2444 6 (Hb ; alk. paper)
ISBN 978 90 272 84181 (Eb)

© 2011 - John Benjamins B.V.
No part of this book may be reproduced in any form, by print, photoprint, microfilm, or any
other means, without written permission from the publisher.

John Benjamins Publishing Co. - P.O. Box 36224 - 1020 ME Amsterdam - The Netherlands
John Benjamins North America - P.O. Box 27519 - Philadelphia pa 19118-0519 - Usa



Interpreters in Early Imperial China



Benjamins Translation Library (BTL)

The BTL aims to stimulate research and training in translation and interpreting
studies. The Library provides a forum for a variety of approaches (which may
sometimes be conflicting) in a socio-cultural, historical, theoretical, applied and
pedagogical context. The Library includes scholarly works, reference books, post-

graduate text books and readers in the English language.

For an overview of all books published in this series, please see
http://benjamins.com/catalog/btl

EST Subseries

The European Society for Translation Studies (EST) Subseries is a publication
channel within the Library to optimize EST’s function as a forum for the
translation and interpreting research community. It promotes new trends in
research, gives more visibility to young scholars’ work, publicizes new research
methods, makes available documents from EST, and reissues classical works in

translation studies which do not exist in English or which are now out of print.

General Editor

Yves Gambier
University of Turku

Advisory Board

Rosemary Arrojo
Binghamton University

Michael Cronin
Dublin City University

Dirk Delabastita
FUNDP (University of Namur)

Daniel Gile
Université Paris 3 - Sorbonne
Nouvelle

Amparo Hurtado Albir
Universitat Autbnoma de
Barcelona

Volume 96

Associate Editor

Miriam Shlesinger
Bar-Ilan University Israel

Zuzana Jettmarova
Charles University of Prague

John Milton
University of Sdo Paulo

Franz Pochhacker
University of Vienna

Anthony Pym
Universitat Rovira i Virgili

Rosa Rabadan
University of Ledn

Interpreters in Early Imperial China

by Rachel Lung

Honorary Editor

Gideon Toury
Tel Aviv University

Sherry Simon
Concordia University

Sehnaz Tahir Giirgaglar
Bogazigi University

Maria Tymoczko
University of Massachusetts
Amberst

Lawrence Venuti
Temple University

Michaela Wolf
University of Graz



Preface

This monograph presents the results of three projects I conducted between 2005
and 2009, funded by Lingnan University, Hong Kong, concerning interpreters
archived in early imperial China and their possible roles in the making and writ-
ing of histories about foreign peoples at the time. The ten chapters demonstrate
original discussions and analyses on archived interpreters and translators, as well
as on translation and historiography as reflected from the Chinese archival re-
cords. They were generated based on critical readings of primary and secondary
sources, rarely utilized and analyzed in depth even in translation research pub-
lished in Chinese.

Regarding language usage, I use ‘translators’ or ‘translation’ in a broad sense
to make references to either translators or interpreters, and translation or inter-
preting, for that matter. Also, the words ‘interpreters’ and ‘interpreting’ should be
taken to mean intermediaries and acts of language mediation, not translators, or
translation.

For the purposes of clearer literary distinction, I use the full name of schol-
ars from mainland China in my documentation, as there is a higher frequency
of identical surnames. Chinese names in pinyin format are italicized, except for
names of persons and dynasties. The Chinese archival texts cited were all trans-
lated into English by me unless otherwise stated.



Introduction

The historical study of translation did not become a prominent research topic un-
til the turn of the twenty-first century. It was Lefevere (1993) who first identified
a certain inadequacy in this area of research and held that this could, in part at
least, be responsible for the discipline’s stunted growth. Clearly there was as little
interest at this time, in the history of the development of Translation Studies, as
there had been in focused scholarly inquiry regarding the historical translation
traditions of specific individual countries (Hung and Wakabayashi 2005a).

That this was indeed considered to be the case is confirmed by Snell-Hornby
(2006) in her critical evaluation of the various turns in Translation Studies since the
1960's. Likewise, the realization of this can also be seen in the work of Delisle and
Woodsworth (1995) whose publication documents the roles of notable interpreters
in the histories of European civilizations. Above all, this defining work of the mid-
1990s drew the attention of the research community to the seminal article of Bowen
et al. (1995) in which interpreters’ plausible roles in the making of history was ex-
amined across pre-modern and modern periods in various language cultures.

In many ways, my research interests in the history of interpreting and inter-
preters’ roles in the writing of diplomatic histories were inspired, if not shaped, by
these pioneers. However, working in the ancient Chinese tradition has given me
the distinct opportunity of engaging with a specialized kind of data.

This research monograph has two focuses: first, interpreters or interpreting
events documented in standard archives in early imperial China; and second, in-
terpreters’ roles in the making of written archival records about foreign countries
and peoples in this time frame.!

1. The absence of any discussions on Xuanzang (602-664) warrants a note of explanation.
The iconic translation achievement of this Chinese Buddhist pilgrim — who spent sixteen years
(629-645) in Central Asia and India in search of authentic sutras and spent the last two decades
of his life on a large-scale Chinese translation of Sanskrit sutras - is excluded because its nature
is incongruent with this monograph. Xuanzang’s pilgrimage was not commissioned by impe-
rial China, and his intercultural experience outside China could not be examined the same
way I did with the other interpreting archives presented here. More importantly, the impact of
Xuanzang hugely transformed the political and cultural environment of both China and Asia in
the first millennium, and to cram his landmark achievements into a single chapter is not only
at odds with the rest of the book, but would not do him justice either.
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Interpreters in Early Imperial China

The first focus (Chapters 1 to 4 and 9 to 10) is representative of the initial years
I spent on the historical research of interpreting in ancient China during which
I was more concerned about locating traces of interpreters and their activities in
the archives. Interpreters were never the main players in diplomatic exchanges in
China, and their imprints in archival records were quite minimal. Yet, for the sake
of research as much as for my own personal curiosity, I have considered interpret-
ers to be too important to be made textually obsolete in historiography in these
cross-linguistic and cross-cultural exchanges.

The second focus (Chapters 5 to 8) demonstrates my further thoughts re-
garding the archived traces of interpreters. Of particular interest to me have been
interpreters’ roles in the making of archival records documenting China’ interlin-
gual and intercultural exchanges. More specifically, I would like to present some
thoughts over the possible relationship between interpreters and the writing of
archives in the documentation of such exchanges.

These two perspectives are rarely documented at length in the literature of
either Translation or History Studies. Intended as a contribution to these missing
pieces of knowledge in both disciplines, this book attempts to uncover the subtle
presence of interpreters in China’s archived diplomatic encounters, and forge
the probable link between interpreters and the writing of diplomatic histories in
China in antiquity. Based on a detailed examination of selective archival records
of China, spanning almost a thousand years from the first through the ninth
centuries, this monograph provides snapshots of translation and interpreting
activities between imperial China and its neighbors in Asia at large. It displays
a range of archived information about interpreters’ identities, mediating and
non-mediating tasks, status, accomplishments, and relations with their patrons
and other people they worked with in early imperial China. It also provides a
perspective in which translators and interpreters might have made an impact
on how certain diplomatic events were recorded in history, hence revealing the
unspoken link, so often neglected, between translators or interpreters and the
subsequent recording of history.

The chapters are arranged chronologically so that the readers may better ap-
preciate, in a more systematic way, the issues pertinent to translation and histo-
riography throughout the first millennium in China. These issues document the
identities of interpreters, the visiting envoys™ use of hired interpreters, the prob-
able use of Chinese scribes to facilitate communication with dynastic China, and
interpreters’ link to the historiography of foreign peoples. It seems that the provi-
sion of Chinese translators was not much of a concern for pre-Tang (618-907)
imperial China, during which Asian states resorted to their own means to over-
come language barriers, in writing and in speech. From the seventh through the



Introduction X111

ninth centuries, however, the employment of Sogdian translators in the govern-
ment during the Tang times suggests that the system of translation official was not
only better institutionalized, but also presented a very different picture from other
Chinese dynasties.

These unique features in the use of translators and interpreters in diplomatic
exchanges crisscrossing various dynasties in early imperial China give rise to many
other questions regarding the historical development of translators and interpret-
ers. For example, why were translators not provided in Liang China (502-557)
for diplomatic exchanges in the host country? Was the use of hired translators
of non-Chinese ethnicities to provide Chinese translation a mundane practice in
diplomatic interpreting in those days for the foreign envoys visiting China? Who
were the Sogdian translators and how did the Tang court settle within itself their
loyalty issue?

Chinese evidence about interpreters in antiquity comes from more systemati-
cally collected records in standard historical sources across centuries and dynas-
ties. However, the fortunate retention and use of these standard archives is not
always a straightforward matter. China’s meticulous compilation of histories from
various sources in its historiography tradition, has, of course, served to provide
relatively complete accounts of people and events throughout the years, starting
as early as 3000 BC. The limitation of these official histories has, nevertheless,
been that they were largely commissioned by the ruling dynasties and therefore
could be taken to be suspect in their descriptive honesty. How much of these is a
‘true’ portrayal of the ‘actual events’ and whether the speeches of foreign envoys
were ‘embellished’ to satisfy the egocentric mindset of imperial China in its archi-
val record is, understandably, open to debate. Furthermore, the imperial Chinese
histories were never written about or centered upon translators, considering their
inferior rank in the government hierarchy. The culling of archival records about
translation or translators, therefore, requires an extensive search of records and
an intensive examination of records pertinent to foreign contacts. It also goes
without saying that researchers must demonstrate an awareness of such potential
pitfalls when working with material from historical archives. That being the case,
China’s voluminous written archival tradition still continues to remain unparal-
leled compared to its other global counterparts.

One reason that explains the relative lack of interest in the historical pursuit
of translation is the general (mis)conception that the historic approach has little
to do with the discipline’s theoretical development. But in fact, the theoretical
study of translation is best grounded in translation practice through which the
nuances, features, and limitations of interlingual exchanges can be analyzed, spec-
ified, and explained. It warrants the investigation of, ideally, authentic translation
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practices - not just of modern times, but throughout histories, not just in the
Western setting, but applied in non-Western settings as well - ever since trans-
lation started to play a part in rudimentary human interaction. The growth of
Translation Studies in these directions can be testified to by the recent calls to fo-
cus scholarly inquiries on both the non-Western traditions and historical studies
of translation (Hung and Wakabayashi 2005b; Tymoczko 2006).

The study of translation activities in non-Western settings, blossoming as it
has in recent years, focuses precisely on the historical translation traditions of in-
dividual countries (Hung 2005a; Trivedi 2006). The obvious value of the historical
approach to the theoretical pursuit of translation is the documentation and analy-
sis of archived translation practice with authentic, rather than contrived, configu-
rations surrounding the events. Some of these cited translation events may lend
support to, or challenge, the pre-existing notions, or better still, initiate new ave-
nues for further discussions in the discipline. Whatever form they take in stirring
up debates on the nature, perceptions, and definitions of translation, the input
from translation historians indisputably serves to advance and push boundaries
for Translation Studies as a whole (Kothari and Wakabayashi 2009).

The most rewarding scenario, of course, would be to know that this publica-
tion had inspired its readers to undertake research into their own historical lan-
guage traditions. Suffice to say, in the discussions presented in the ten chapters,
I hope to offer readers a platform to start pondering these, and further subsequent
questions in relation to the study of interpreters in early imperial China.
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Chronology

Dynasties of Early Imperial China
(from Western Han to Song China)

Dynasty Duration
Han Dynasty (7%:4) Western [or Former] Han (/§7) 206 BC-AD 8
Xin Dynasty (##]) 9-23
Eastern [or Latter] Han (}74) 25-220
Three Kingdoms (- [) Wei (Bl) 220-266
Shu (%) 221-263
Wu (%) 229-280
Jin Dynasty (5 4H) Western Jin (75 {5) 266-316
Eastern Jin (G &% 317-420
Southern Dynasty Liu Song (%14%) 420-479
(R 4) Southern Qi (4 7%) 479-502
Liang (%)) 502-557
Chen (3 5H) 557-589
Northern Dynasty Northern Wei (1L %}) 386-534
(k) Eastern Wei (# %) 534-550
Western Wei (7%4) 535-557
Northern Qi (4L7%) 550-577
Northern Zhou (It /J#) 557-581
Sui Dynasty (i) 581-618
Tang Dynasty (5 5) 618-907
Five Dynasties (111X) Later Liang (18 ) 907-923
Later Tang (& /) 923-936
Later Jin (£ %) 936-947
Later Han (&%) 947-950
Later Zhou (1% J#) 951-960
Song Dynasty (A1) Liao (%) 916-1125
Northern Song (-/L4%) 960-1127
Western Xia (4 ) 1038-1227
Jin (%) 1115-1234

Southern Song (¥ 4%) 1127-1279
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CHAPTER 1

Perceptions of translating/ interpreting
in first-century China

The absence of a lexical term in English to refer to both translation and inter-
preting has been taken to be a linguistic inadequacy in the general discussion
of language mediation (Péchhacker 2004a). Paradoxically, another problem of
linguistic inadequacy is present in classical Chinese for exactly the opposite rea-
son: the term yi (i¥) is capable of denoting, at once, translation, interpreting,
translators, and interpreters.! In fact, concepts of translation (written) and inter-
preting (oral) were not meticulously distinguished until the modern coinage of
biyi (%5%) (literally, pen translation) and kouyi (I17%) (literally, oral translation)
in Modern Standard Chinese,? deriving from the root of yi. However, there was
indeed a reason why concepts relating to language mediation were blended, in
antiquity, into the umbrella term of yi. The inquiry as to how and why such a
process of language change took place is beyond the scope of this chapter.3 In
fact when one goes back far enough in histories to examine language mediation,
one finds interpreting somehow intertwined with translating activities. In other
words, the historical study of interpreting is inseparable from the historical study
of translation.

Etymologically, before the term yi dominated the semantic field of language
mediation in classical Chinese, it was merely one of the four designations, of equal
standing, used to refer to language mediators in early imperial China. Cheung

1. Unlike the specific referents in the English lexicon for each of these corresponding con-
cepts, yi is capable of referring to all or some of the four meanings in classical Chinese. Where
meanings are loosely defined, yi is used in this chapter; where meanings are clear from contexts,
specific English equivalents are used instead.

2. A program for unifying the national language, which is based on Mandarin, was launched
in the early 20th century and it resulted in the development of Modern Standard Chinese. In
1956 a new system of Romanization called Pinyin, based on the pronunciation of the characters
in the Beijing dialect, was adopted as the standard of Chinese language (Ramsey 1989).

3. An earlier version of part of this chapter first appeared in my article published in Inter-
preting 11(2):119-136, 2009. I presented part of this chapter at a translation conference (Des
Faux Amis: Tracing Translation(s) Across Disciplines) at Bogazigi University in Istanbul, 5-8
April, 2007.
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(2005), for example, analyses the meanings of these four earliest designations for
interpreters or translators in China (to be discussed further below) and attempts
to draw links between their epistemology and their potential relevance to transla-
tion theories. Likewise, in attempting to extrapolate Asian translation traditions,
Hung and Wakabayashi (2005b) emphasize the significance of tracing the etymo-
logical definitions of translation in different Asian contexts and maintain that

The very terminology used in relation to translational activities today can be bet-
ter understood by tracing its etymology and how these terms have changed over
time and accumulated an encrustation of meanings - meanings that do not al-
ways map one-to-one onto their English “equivalents”...Although we need to be
aware of placing too much credence in etymological explanations, the original
concepts underpinning such terms — and how they might differ from the concept
underlying the term “translation” — merit consideration.

(Hung and Wakabayashi 2005b: 2)

In this chapter, the same explorative motif motivated my investigation of, first,
albeit briefly, names attached to interpreters or translators in antiquity in Europe
and in China; and second, synchronic perceptions of yi in first-century China,
drawing on specific interpreting and translating events recorded in its standard
history.

Earliest records of labels for interpreters

Unlike the umbrella term yi in classical Chinese which may loosely refer to both
the act of translating or interpreting and the person who translates or interprets,
the European referents for translating and interpreting are often discretely de-
fined. As Pochhacker (2004b:9) puts it, “the concept of interpreting is expressed
by words whose etymology is largely autonomous from that of (written) transla-
tion” in many European languages. In Germanic, Scandinavian, and Slavic lan-
guages, expressions denoting a person who interprets can be traced to the term
targumanu as far back as 1900 BC. This is also the origin of the Arabic term
tarjuman las 5 or the Turkish Turciiman. The borrowing of terms that refer
to translators across different language cultures seems to be quite common in
ancient languages (Behr 2004: 192), although the direction of borrowing is not
always clear from existing evidence. A clear case of such borrowed words was
put forward by Rezhake (1994:9), who noticed that tarjima, kilmak, and tarjiman
are words borrowed from the Arabic with reference to translators in the Uighiir
lexicon. However, apart from the designation itself, the available records had little
to say about the interpreter’s personal experience, whether mundane or dramatic,



