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By Eric Abrahamsen, published March 24, 2009, 11:19a.m.

The second annual Sino-English Literary Translation training course ended

last Friday night, the conclusion of a week of workshops and seminars so

tightly-packed that those of us present hardly had time to post. I hope

other participants might chime in here with their thoughts, but I wanted to

make a brief report.

The format of the course was much like last year's course, with twenty

Chinese-English and twenty English-Chinese translators working in small

groups with an author and a team leader to produce a consensus

translation of their author's fiction. The English-language authors this year

were Julia Leigh, Jacob Ross and Marina Lewycka, while the Chinese

writers were Yan Lianke, Sheng Keyi and Wang Gang. My feeling was that

the workshops ran much more smoothly than last year, perhaps because of

smaller class sizes and more experience: we were having challenging

discussions-cum-arguments starting day one, and kept up an exhausting

level of intensity (both intellectual and social) throughout the whole week.

The seminars and talks were excellent, as well, many of them focused on

helping us wilting violets to get in print, and make something like a career.

Just two observations for now: my main take-away from last year's course

was just how inadequately I personally had thought through so many

questions regarding translation. While that feeling persists, of course, we

seemed much more willing this year to challenge our authors and their

texts, too. The group translating Yan Lianke apparently took an editorial

axe to their passage (violence sanctioned, gleefully, by the author himself),

and I was struck by how fluent and enjoyable their translation was,

compared to the original (they were doing the opening of Fengyasong).

Most translators wouldn't dare assume the role of editor, but in this case it

was a controlled experiment, the author was present, and moreover

something that we've suspected for a long time is becoming glaringly

obvious which is that…

…Chinese editors do precious little editing of the novels they publish, and

many writers only go through a single draft of their work, or something

close to it. These are texts in need of the editor's kind blade. The last
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evening of the course we had panel with the six authors talking about their

experiences, a thank-you-its-been-lovely event that turned interesting

during the Q&A, when someone asked about editing and revisions. The

three English-language writers had seen our versions of the Chinese texts,

and all, with varying degrees of delicacy, wondered out loud at their

verbosity. Marina Lewycka described her own writing/editing process as a

process of cutting; Jacob Ross talked about the importance of spare,

impactful language. Yan Lianke made a joke about the literary [in-]abilities

of most Chinese editors; the two other Chinese writers seemed mostly

happy not to talk about it. It was a very revealing moment, when a bit of

tentative judgment showed through the diplomacy, and while I'm not sure

it convinced me that translators could/should be editors, it certainly made

the idea seem plausible.

The second thing was that we seem to be feeling our way towards

agreement about how far a translator should go in familiarizing a text for

foreign readers. Especially in Chinese literature, we're translating culture

as well as language, and there's often a temptation to think "Western

readers aren't going to get this, I've got to make it easier to digest."

Howard Goldblatt and Bi Feiyu had a public conversation in which Bi

Feiyu mentioned that two of his sex scenes, in particular, had caused

problems with Western editors: one in which a girlfriend calls her

boyfriend "brother" (哥), and another in which a husband tells his wife

that, so long as they remain childless, he'll think of her as his daughter.

Apparently the editors of these books' foreign translations deleted these

two bits (one can imagine noses wrinkled in disgust), protecting their

readers from something they saw as incomprehensible and distaseful.

Howard described his arduous (and successful) battle to keep these bits in

the English editions, which I think is ballsy and commendable. Real cross-

cultural communication is like this: slow, awkward, and unsettling. And

the books that come first necessarily pave the way for the books that come

after.

Just for the record, I was seated between Sheng Keyi and Kong Yalei

(translator of Paul Auster's Book of Illusions) during the talk, and they had

a muttered conversation about these two passages in the Chinese. Yalei

seemed to think both the "brother" and the "daughter" comments were

perfectly acceptable in Chinese culture. "No," said Keyi, "the thing about

the daughter is definitely weird."

PS: Sheng Keyi's already put up a couple of photographs on her blog. If
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anyone else posts photos somewhere accessible, let us know…

PPS: So far we've got Bruce's Chinese-language post on the week, another

post, also in Chinese, by Shunhua, one of the Chinese participants, a whole

bunch of photos from Alice Liu of Danwei.org, and a flickr set from Sky

Canaves.

Comments

1. I have lots to add to your fine beginning here, but I do want to mention
that I have begun writing my own diary entry in Chinese about "boot camp",
and welcome your visits and comments too!

Bruce Humes
www.bruce-humes.com
Chinese Books, English Reviews

Bruce, March 23, 12:07a.m.

2. Sounds like a grand time.

Apropos editing: Su Tong's new novel is out in the latest issue of Harvest,
and it's gone through several substantial rounds of editing (it's also well
worth reading if you get a chance). I don't know how much of that was done
with the involvement of an editor, but this example, as well as a number of
books by other authors that have been printed with facsimile manuscript
showing deletions and amendations, indicate that at least some percentage of
Chinese literature passes through multiple drafts.

jdmartinsen, March 23, 12:46a.m.

3. Interestingly, Sheng Keyi also singled out the editorial process at Harvest
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as the only one she had any respect for. She said her manuscripts there go
past three or four editors, and they edit for quality (as opposed to the typical
sweep for typos and political incorrectness). So kudos to Harvest, though it's
a little worrying that they seem to be the place that actually edits.

Thanks for the hint on the Su Tong, I'll pick up a copy of that.

Eric Abrahamsen, March 23, 1:09a.m.

4. One thing I thought I'd add - Bi Feiyu's (paraphrase) "If we never have a
daughter, you'll be my daughter" still remains in the Goldblatt & Sylvia Li-
chun Lin translation of 青衣 ("The Moon Opera"). It was also said when the
couple was making love.

Whether this is appropriate and whether it feels awkward for the reader, I
think is up in the air. Personally I didn't think it was anything to do with
"vulgar" Chinese culture -- as brought up in the Bi / Howard .

There are so many comments I would like to make about the week at Suzhou;
I'm still reeling from its impact.

Will save it for a future date, or when this thread really gets going.

Alice, March 23, 4:53a.m.
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