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Yan Fu’s “Three Principles”

Ya Fu’s three principles — faithfulness, expressiveness and elegance, were widely
accepted as essential criteria for understanding translations ever since the early 20th
century. It first made its appearance in Yan’s preface to his own translation of T.H.
Huxley’s Evolution and Ethics (1898):

“Translation involves three requirements difficult to fulfill: faithfulness ( xin ),

expressiveness (da) and elegance (ya). Faithfulness is difficult enough to attain but a

translation that is faithful but not expressive. or fluent, is no translation at all.

Expressiveness is therefore of prime importance. Since China’s opening to foreign trade by

sea, there has been no lack of interpreters and translators. But if you assign them any book

to translate and tell them to meet these two requirements, few can do so.”

Advanced by Yan Fu based on his understanding of ancient Buddhist' Scriptures

el
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translation and his own translation practices, “faithfulness, expressiveness and elegance”
has become the fundamental tenets of twentieth-century Chinese translation theory.
According to the three principles, the translator should be faithful in conveying the
message of the original text, fluent in the expression in the target language, and elegant
in style. “Faithfulness” stresses the fidelity to the original. According to Yan, the
translator couldn’t begin his work until he has grasped the soul and the underlying logic
of the text. “Expressiveness” emphasizes the fluency and acceptability of the translation.
“Elegance” is a reflection of Yan’s great attention to the reader, just as Yan said in the
preface to his translation of Evolution and Ethics

“Confucius said, ‘Diction should be expressive.” He also said, ‘Diction without

elegance cannot reach far.” The three principles should be the basic elements of any

writing, and the tenet for the translator. Apart from faithfulness and expressiveness,

I seek elegance.”

Though there have been attempts to remove “elegance” from the list or replace it

with other principles, the importance of fidelity and fluency has gone pretty much

unchallenged.
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Fu Lei’s “spiritual resonance”

Fu Lei’s “spiritual resonance” is another widely used term in twentieth-century
Chinese translation theory. He coined the term in his preface to his second rendition of
Honore de Balzac’s Le Pere Goriot in 1951.

“In terms of effect, translation, like imitation in painting, should be in search of

resemblance in spirit rather than in form.”

And then he gives his argument for it:
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“The translation and the original not only differ in language but also abides by
different rules. Each language is unique with merits that cannot be imitated and
demerits that cannot be remedied. and rules that cannot be violated.”

“Formal resonance”, the term brought up by translation scholars, focuses on
“formal equivalence”, but the rendering of the spirit is judged to be infinitely superior to
that of the form. Fu holds that the translator, when unable to achieve the equivalence of
both form and spirit, should grasp the refined essence while discarding the coarse form.

Fu, based on his long practice in translation, applies traditional Chinese aesthetics to
translation theory by appropriating in literary translation the form-and-spirit principle in
painting. His term lifts literary translation to the greater height of aesthetics, a term that
serves as a good complement to Yan Fu’s Three Principles and a contributor to the
development of Chinese translation theory.
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Qian Zhongshu’s “Realm of Transformation”

Qian’s “realm of transformation” ( huajing) describes what an ideal translation is
like. In his seminal article on Lin Shu (1852—1924), renowned translator of Charles
Dickens and Walter Scott, Qian began by talking briefly about the etymological and
semantic associations of the Chinese character yi (“to translate”), then he explained
what he meant by “transformation”:

The highest standard in literary translation is hua, transforming a work from the

language of one country into that of another. If this could be done without betraying

any evidence of artifice by virtue of divergences in language and speech habits, while

at the same time preserving intact the flavor of the original, then we say that such a

performance has attained huajing, “the ultimate of transmutation.”

Qian’s “realm of transformation” is the greatest ideal in translation. The translator
perceives through the surface of language to grasp the signified, integrating himself with
the original by imitating its expression and tone. Qian believes that a good translation will
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enhance the readers’ interest in the original and prompt them to read the original. A bad

translation, by contrast, will dampen the readers’ interest in both. As the mediator
between the original and the translation, the translator should exert himself to achieve
the successful transformation.
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Literalism versus Liberalism

It was in the 1920s and 1930s that one saw translation theory entering a distinctly
modern phase and the controversy over literalism and liberalism among Chinese
translation scholars. Over the years, the central antithesis in Chinese translation theory
was between “straightforward translation” and * sense-translation”. Here “ sense-
translation” not only implies semantic correspondence between the source and target

- texts, but also refers to the free method of translation favored by the likes of Yan Fu and
Lin Shu.

Yan Fu is acclaimed as the “founder of modern Chinese translation theory”. Lin Shu
is the famous translator of literature in China’s modern times and even crowned as “the
King of Translation” with the greatest number of translations of western literature,
covering more than 180 books of over 90 writers in 11 countries such as Britain, France.
America. Russia and etc. Lin’s translations marked the new era in the history of Chinese
translation and exerts great influence on his contemporary society. However, his mode of
“free translation”, the free addition and deletion to the original text has also been
censored in the translation circle.

Lu Xun(1881-—1936), the literary giant of the May Fourth Movement stood at the
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center of the debates on translation in the 1920s and early 1930s. He reacted strongly
against the translation method favored by Yan and Lin. Lu adhered to “fidelity” in his
translation of Russian literary works and even carried “direct translation” to an extreme
of “word-to-word translation” or “stiff translation”.

Mao Dun (1896—1981) spoke openly against Lin Shu’s translations, denouncing
Lin’s translations as “distorted translations”, willful departures from the source text.
Liang Shiqgiu (1902—1987), translator of the complete works of Shakespeare, however.
censured Lu Xun’s “direct translation” as “stiff translations” or even “dead translations”
because his translation had followed the original text too closely and ended up with
incomprehensible convoluted syntax.
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Domestication and Foreignization

Domesticating translation and foreignizing translation, were advanced by American
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scholar L. Venuti in 1995, originating from German scholar Schleiermacher. Based on his
study of the inseparable relation between translation and understanding, he coined the
two terms: domesticating translation and foreignizing translation, the former bringing
the author to the reader and the latter taking the reader to the author. Domestication
integrates the original text to the culture of the target language by conforming to the
latter’s cultural values. The translator, apart from faithfully representing the content and
style of the original, should have the readers in mind, shortening the distance between
the translation and the readers so that they could easily comprehend the original. By
contrast, foreignization takes the readers into the context of the original by maintaining
the linguistic and cultural gap. By foreignization, the translator highlights the exotic
elements, that is, the exotic culture, linguistic form and writing style.

The decade after May Fourth Movement, in the 1920s and 30s that one saw the
rising debate on FEuropeanization versus Sinicization, that is, Foreignization and
Domestication, in which Europeanizing translation took the upper hand. In the 30s,
some translation scholars held that the Europeanizing translation was conducive to
enriching the Chinese language. Qu Qiubai, in his letter on 5 December 1931 to Lu Xun,
said:

“Translation—in addition to introducing the content of the original to Chinese

readers—has another irhportant function, that is, helping us create a new modern

Chinese language. The Chinese language (as well as its writing system) is so deficient

that it lacks names for many everyday objects. Indeed it has not developed

completely beyond the stage of ‘sign language’—everyday conversation almost can’t
do without the help of ‘gestures’. Of course, there is almost a complete absence of

¢ all those adjectives, verbs and prepositions that express subtle differences and
complex relationships.”

Thus, in the 1920s and 30s, foreignizing method took a prominent role in translation
because foreign (Europeanized) structures could be imported to replenish the Chinese
language, which would promote the vernacular as a replacement for the classical
language in the New Literature Movement. Lu Xun experimented with the idea of
absorbing foreign nutrients to expand the linguistic resources available to the Chinese
language, thus improving it as a medium of modern expression. Lu’s Europearnizing idea
was coupled with a preference for extreme literalism, for fidelity to the original text.
However, it could be said that Lu Xun promotes Chinese translation theory into its
modern phase.

In the following 50 years, domesticating translation was in a dominant position.
During the postcolonial period, many translators and translation theorists resisted
Europeanizations. In the 1960s, Yu Guangzhong (1928—) called to purify Chinese as a
continuation of the fight against “linguistic colonization” by the West and to free the
Chinese language from the foreign influences. In the past 30 years, Chinese translation
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scholars, inspired by western theories, have dwelt their thoughts on the two methods and
foreignizing translation is receiving increasing attention in their research and practice.
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Cicero

The first translation theorist in the West is Marcus Tullius Cicero (106B.C.—43B.C.)
in the period of Roman Empire. He, for the first time, divided translation into two
categories: translating as an interpreter and translating as an orator. The former referred
to the uncreative translation while the latter was the creative process that resulted in the
target text as effective as the original. Cicero held that the translator should act like an
orator, employing the language of Roman Empire as natural as possible to convey the
foreign text, and that direct translation lacked skill because sense in the kernel of words
should be conveyed in translation. He also believed that equivalence in style was possible
because of the similarity of rhetoric devices in languages, and thus, to Cicero, translation
was another literary writing. Cicero advanced the two basic methods in translation,
direct translation and sense translation. And since then, the translation theory in the west
has developed revolving around stiff translation or free translation in the method, and
faithfulness and accuracy of the target text.
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