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ABSTRACT

When translating from English into Chinese, it is often nec-
essary to alter the word order of the original so as to comply with
the Chinese syntactical requirements. In literature, however,
word order (including longer units such as clauses) may be of
great significance to the work. In poetry, for example, to pre-
serve the sequence of images or logical connections, the trans-
lation may have to follow closely the word order of the original.
Since drama is an art of timing, it is crucial when certain informa-
tion is revealed, for it often dictates the expression and gesture
of the actor, contributes to characterization, or controls the in-
teraction between characters. When Hamlet discusses the art of
the theater with the players, he stresses the importance of suit-
ing “the action to the word, the word to the action.” In translating
a playscript, the connection between the two must indeed give
us pause. This paper tries to illustrate the importance of follow-
ing the original word order and thereby preserving the dramatic
effect; certain passages from Hamlet will be examined along
with their Chinese translations by such distinguished translators
as Zhu Shenghao, Liang Shih-ch’iu, and Bian Zhilin.
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The syntactical differences between Chinese and English often
make it necessary to change word order when we translate from one
to the other.' An obvious case is the adverbial clause: in English it
may either precede or follow the main clause; in Chinese it usually
comes before. If the adverbial clause begins the sentence in English, it
presents no problem in translation; if, however, it appears at the end,
more often than not it has to be moved up to the front in the Chinese
version. To be sure, there are cases where either position will do. For
instance, the sentence “Remember to turn off the light before you go”
may be rendered as

EZ BSOS R -
But if word order is to be emphasized, it may also be rendered as
ISR T B B -

On the other hand, the sentence “Take out the garbage when you 20
out” may only be rendered as

PR AT S g 2

Similarly, a sentence like “I used to go swimming in that stream when
I was little” has to be translated as

BRI R R IR INR ek
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Such changes are necessitated by the syntactical requirement of the
Chinese language.

In literature, word order may be so important that the slightest
change results in very different readings. In poetry, for example,
where the connection between images or the logic in the argumenta-
tion may dictate word order, the translator has to think twice before
he decides to make any change. Drama, of course, is not poetry, but,
being an art of timing, it probably makes stricter demand on word
order: for when certain information is revealed often prescribes the
expression and gesture of the actor, contributes to characterization, or
controls the interaction between characters. When Hamlet discusses
the art of the theater with the players, he stresses the importance of
suiting “the action to the word, the word to the action.” In translating
a playscript, the connection between the two must indeed give us
pause. This paper tries to illustrate the importance of following the
original word order and thereby preserving the dramatic effect; certain
passages from Hamlet will be examined along with their Chinese ren-
ditions by such distinguished translators as Zhu Shenghao (as revised
by Wu Xinghua), Liang Shih-ch’iu, and Bian Zhilin.?

I. Characterization
Example: 1. 2.1-16°

[King] Though yet of Hamlet our dear brother’s death
The memory be green, and that it us befitted
To bear our hearts in grief, and our whole king-
dom
To be contracted in one brow of woe,
Yet so far hath discretion fought with nature 5
That we with wisest sorrow think on him
Together with remembrance of ourselves.
Therefore our sometime sister, now our queen,
Th’imperial jointress to this warlike state,
Have we, as "twere with a defeated joy, 10
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With an auspicious and a dropping eye,

With mirth in funeral and with dirge in marriage,

In equal scale weighing delight and dole,

Taken to wife. Nor have we herein barr’d

Your better wisdoms, which have freely gone 15

With this affair along. For all, our thanks . . . .
(emphasis mine)

Zhu-Wu’s version (quotations from the Chinese all begin with line 8,
“Therefore. . . ”):

o FTRL R TEARE SRR T  HERERE
SHE T RIIRIR - FEZER RS A A SR AR 2
B AN S ERHIENRE  feghf¥ank
¥ HASWWES E S H BN RNTAE - &
AR B~ RIGWELWIECRB AR, - Z7R1IR
MRREAEY)  SER B HAIAZEG - (Wu 11 [Chu
8-97)

Liang’s version:

- FTCARAE AT o048 F - WNSIESS » EAM TN
A RRERERYET  EHETREREZ 535
RS —EIRERRE  —ERRKETE  SBER
TR SAZNLE > thBURAGIER 2B BREER
5o BEOISTE o AN E A FIR AR HRAR R IBEREERY
BEBE - MEPAK - (25)

Bian’s version:

- PRIE o b HEE T RO
Diffh—RIRE S » — IR -

{5 Pl T e ) B A AT
EARE R T\ SLARE -
KRTREAMERE  HS5HHE
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ARBEEFRH AR SE P8
B AR FRMSHIENT
HAHIE R BR B
—YER] ; Tltl R - (13-14)

Discussion.

Claudius’ opening speech during his first appearance is reveal-
ing of his character. Judged from the content, it is also the first speech
he makes to his ministers since his marriage with Gertrude, his erst-
while sister-in-law. Well prepared, he weighs every word and utters it
with great care. His first difficulty seems to be the introduction of his
newly-wed Queen. He justifies the marriage by resorting to the
“Though— Yet—Therefore” logic: simply put, “Though the former
King my brother is dead, yet we must not forget ourselves, and there-
fore I married my sister-in-law.” The “Though” part lasts four lines,
“Yet” part three, and “Therefore” part six and a half.

On one hand, Claudius seems to be himself embarrassed by the
great hurry with which he married his former sister-in-law. The in-
formation on the marriage has to be withheld or deferred for as long
as possible; great pains are taken not to disclose it immediately. We
notice that the one simple sentence introduced by “Therefore” is in-
verted—"‘our sometime sister . . . have we . . . taken to wife,” making
“wife” the last word in a lengthy sentence padded with insertions of
appositions and modifiers. On the ‘other hand, the inverted periodic
sentence, with all its rhetorical and logical balance, lends such weight
and dignity to Claudius’ speech as befit his new status as King. Once
the “ordeal” is over, Claudius quickly implicates all present with “Nor
have we herein barr’d / Your better wisdoms . . .”: if there is anything
wrong with the marriage, they are equally to blame. And in compari-
son with the preceding long sentences, the pithy half-line “For all, our
thanks” gives the weighty matter an extremely joyous and light-
hearted ending.

In the movie rendition directed by Laurence Olivier, King
Claudius (Basil Sydney), as if to muster some Dutch courage, finishes
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a cup before he speaks. During the speech, his ministers, their heads
low, keep silent and exchange one or two knowing glances at each
other. When the King finishes, everyone applauds at the signal given
by Polonius. In the BBC version directed by Rodney Bennet, Claudius
(Patrick Stewart) looks much more sober and majestic. Standing be-
fore the thrones, he gazes at Gertrude and Hamlet who is behind her.
To the applause of the court, he is about to begin his speech when, at
the sight of Gertrude (and perhaps Hamlet?), he hesitates—for just
one second or so, but clearly evincing uneasiness. He soon composes
himself and starts to speak. When he comes to “now our queen” (l. 8),
the audience on stage all turn to look at Gertrude; with “With
mirth . . .” (I. 12) he slowly makes toward her; with “Taken to wife”
he takes her hand; and after “For all, our thanks,” they both go the
throne amidst general applause. The entire process looks like a con-
densed form of the marriage ceremony, involving everyone present.
The King here shows himself not only in total control, but resolute
and dignified.

In translating this passage, it is necessary to keep the inversion
of the original so that “Taken to wife” comes last; it is also advisable
to retain the many parenthetical insertions so as to paint a Claudius
with his inner sense of guilt and embarrassment and outward show of
pomp and ceremony. Both Zhu-Wu and Bian move most of the paren-
thetical insertions up to the front, thus preserving the periodic feature
of the original. Liang, on the contrary, translates the main clause first
and relegates the modifiers to the end, thus making Claudius an hon-
est, straightforward character. Besides, the word “herein,” now sepa-
rated from “Taken to wife” by a string of modifiers, does not perform
its transitional function. The audience / reader may not even be clear
what it refers to. Furthermore, since all three translators have so rear-
ranged the word order of the sentence’s basic structure (“our some-
time sister . . . have we . . . taken to wife”) that it is condensed into
one or two lines only, preserving at most the two appositions (“our
queen, / Th’imperial jointress to this warlike state”), they have seri-
ously damaged the forcefulness of the original.’
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Il. Interactions Between Characters

Example: 2.2.40-55

[Pol.]

[King]
[Pol.]

[King]
[Pol]

[King]

Th’ambassadors from Norway, my good lord, (A)

Are joyfully return’d

Thou still hast been the father of good news.

Have I, my lord? I assure my good liege

[ hold my duty as | hold my soul,

Both to my God and to my gracious King;

And I do think—or else this brain of mine (B)

Hunts not the trail of policy so sure

As it hath us’d to do—that I have found

The very cause of Hamlet’s lunacy.

O speak of that: that do [ long to hear.

Give first admittance to th’ambassadors. (A)

My news shall be the fruit to that great feast. (B1)

Thyself do grace to them and bring them in. (A1)

[Exit Polonius]

He tells me, my dear Gertrude, he hath found (B1)

The head and source of all your son’s distemper.
(emphasis mine)

215

10

15

Zhu-Wu’s version (all quotations of the Chinese versions cover ll. 7-
10, Part B only):

(%]

(£1
34])

- SRS BRIEFRAV ISR R _E AN AR
TR T » TREFERERTERERT
SRR R R R B -

W 1 ARERIE > FRTEE SN © (Wu 39-40 [Zhu

Liang’s version:

(%21

. RARRCCE[SLBTIHRTHE
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o E&H T o SRR RERIE R
BRI R
[ET W B2 BAREHE - (64)

Bian’s version:

(2] BRIEHGERIMZRAET
A BAEE AR E B
AR ETEE > R AR CEERT
SR E N 2 XS RRRERNRE -

(] R fRutif st | RIEETEE - (54)

Discussion:

There are two topics in this conversation: Polonius tells the King
that (A) the ambassadors have returned from Norway and that (B) he
has found the cause of Hamlet’s distemper. It is worth noticing how
the conversation makes use of insertions: Polonius introduces topic B
in the midst of topic A, and as soon as the King shows interest in
topic B, he returns to topic A. According to Polonius, B is secondary,
being “fruit,” while A is primary, being “great feast”: the A—B—A
structure bears witness to this. Yet, both Polonius and the audience in
the theater realize that the King is more concerned about B. In fact,
Polonius interrupts himself by bringing in topic B precisely because
his astuteness tells him where the King’s interest lies; and, having
successfully aroused the latter’s interest, he now keeps him in sus-
pense-—the more to show his brain still “hunts the trail of policy” with
sureness: the BI—A1—B1 structure bears witness to this. The pas-
sage not only allows us a further glimpse into the personality of Polo-
nius, but also calls our attention to the worried King, who nervously
and eagerly awaits Polonius’ pronouncement of his “discovery.” It is
clear from the quote that the complacent Polonius loves flattery, while
the King, new on the throne, cannot choose but oblige him. If we take
a close look at topic B, we can see that Polonius, skilled in rhetoric,
delays the disclosure of the more important information by inserting a
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clause which also serves to remind the King of his astuteness. In the
BBC version, Polonius, who has been walking alongside the King,
comes to a halt at “And 1 do think”; the King also stops; they gaze at
each other, the King looking genuinely interested and attentive.’

Liang translates the main clause first and tags the inserted por-
tion at the end. On the surface the semantic meaning of the sentence is
all there; in fact, however, the secrecy and suspense of Polonius’
speech is gone. We note, also, that the King follows with “O speak of
that: that do I long to hear,” where the second part is a reversed sen-
tence. The pronoun “that,” which refers to the cause of Hamlet’s lu-
nacy, not only is uttered twice, but occupies the central position of the
line: that the King admits it is his central concern at the moment is a
measure of the success of the senior counselor. In Liang’s translation,
with the word order now reversed, the King’s reply becomes confus-
ing: What is “that” that the King longs to hear? Does it refer to Polo-
nius’ becoming less astute than before? In comparison, Zhu-Wu and
Bian in their versions keep the periodic structure without preserving
the insertion. They fail to reproduce the dramatic effect of disruption
and delay.’

Ill. Narrative Skill and Dramatic Tension
Example: 2.2.473-488

... For lo, his sword,
Which was declining on the milky head
Of reverend Priam, seem’d i’th’ air to stick;
So, as a painted tyrant, Pyrrhus stood,
And like a neutral to his will and matter, 5
Did nothing.
But as we often see against some storm
A silence in the heavens, the rack stand still,
The bold winds speechless, and the orb below
As hush as death, anon the dreadful thunder 10
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Doth rend the region; so after Pyrrhus’ pause
Aroused vengeance sets him new awork,
And never did the Cyclops’ hammer fall
On Mars’s armour, forg’d for proof eterne,
With less remorse than Pyrrhus’ bleeding sword 15
Now falls on Priam.
(emphasis mine)

Zhu-Wu’s version (from |. 11, “. . . so after Pyrrhus’ pause”; ditto for
the other two versions):

FOBETRFIIRIE o FRARISS
BHTEGEE T Ry TR T

TR D 5 M R M g FR O
IREIRSREE » SN Kk 4 0
Aoy Gl @ L TR Y LT
HEERDXIRMERS © (Wu 56-57 [Zhu 49])

Liang’s version:

- BB e — T2tk RORERRIET » #ah
ki o I 77 MR R R R TR ko B WTIRIR
EESEERS R T BRE & - HR B — RIS -
(83)

Bian’s version:

- BT —RIEDLR
EZINUAD R G

TE TR TR £ R
ERCHEMEREEE » T
AN Bz 2o 5] 3 07 44 e ofn 36 R
Ry HE T EHHE ! (73)

Discussion.
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Here the First Player, at the request of Prince Hamlet, recites “a
passionate speech” taken from a play. Although the play has rarely
been performed—“not above once,” according to Hamlet, for “’twas
caviar to the general”—both the player and the prince seem quite fa-
miliar with it. To a large extent, the speech is dramatically significant
because it depicts an action that parallels the main plot: Pyrrhus’ re-
venge bears great resemblance to Hamlet’s own situation. Not only is
the number of avenging sons in the play increased by one, but both
princes, in their attempt to avenge their fathers, go through a clearly
observable period of indecision. Standing out prominently in the
quote are two half-lines: one signifies hesitation (I. 6, “Did nothing”);
the other, action (I. 16, “Now falls on Priam”). Is it because Hamlet,
perhaps subconsciously, senses his similarity to Pyrrhus and would
like to follow the latter’s example that he now asks the First Player to
recite the passage? In any case, after the recitation Hamlet feels
deeply disappointed at—even disgusted with—himself. He accuses
himself of not having taken any action—‘“not for a king.” He then
comes up with the idea of the “mousetrap.”

In the BBC version, the First Player, who does not carry the
sword while reciting the passage, is extremely expressive with dra-
matic gestures and voice. But the passage is essentially story-telling;
in other words, it depends for its theatricality on narrative skills. In
the lengthy description of the scene at Hlium, a Homeric simile is em-
ployed to depict the temporary pause of Pyrrhus—extending from
“as...”in |. 7, through “so .. .” in I. 11, to the climax of “Now falls
on Priam” in I. 17. These ten lines guide the imagination of the audi-
ence in constructing a mental tableau, which signifies the temporary
hesitation of the avenger. When the sword, which has been held high,
finally falls, it falls with a bang. The “non-theatrical” performance
derives its theatricality from the pause—a silence before the storm.’

Hence it is incumbent on the translator to also suit the action to
the word in his translation: the effect of the abrupt suspension of the
killing and the equally abrupt resumption of the act must be repro-
duced. Zhu-Wu changes the word order slightly, and allows the
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FE e o SN REY
A ST B KA B
SR R B SRR
FREMIE? 6 R —

FEH LS NRHERERIEST
BEBEEER - figEE
TSR ~ FRIERIHIAE -
FIFIRRE R AR RIAA
SZAERAEIRRY DA HE
AR R B TR — TR T)

FRE DS BRI ? 3 Ot
e AR A o NG > I
FEREH—ER ... (82-83)

Discussion.

Hamlet’s soliloquy on life and death is deservedly famous for its
profundity. As Harold Jenkins points out, it is dramatically significant
because it “[enables] us to see Hamlet’s situation in its most universal
aspect” (485).F “The soliloquy,” Jenkins goes on to demonstrate,
“holds in skilful balance the opposites of life and death, the desire for
death and the fear of death, the pains of death and the pains of life”
(487). Hamlet’s reasoning is this: since to live means to suffer, life is
less desirable than death; yet since death may entail the horror of the
unknown, life remains the only choice. This dilemma of human exis-
tence is presented with clarity. In the form of a topic sentence, the
first line of the quote indicates what puzzles the speaker. The next
four lines—whether A (= to be, to suffer) or B (= not to be; to die, to
sleep)—continue to elaborate on the question (Jenkins 277n, 490).
Later, two rhetorical questions are introduced in clear parallelism:
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“For who would . . . when .. .?” (1. 15-21) and “Who would . . . But
that .. .” (II. 21ff.). There is great logical coherence in the soliloquy.

In performance, the words are suited to action: often the
“bodkin” is bared, and then dropped—helplessly and feebly. Laurence
Olivier, who plays Hamlet in his own movie version, makes the
speech more the prince’s contemplation on suicide. He takes out the
dagger at “And by opposing end them” (l. 5), and, as if entranced by
the wonderful relief promised by death, he closes his eyes as the so-
liloquy continues in his own voice for five lines. When he comes to
the second “To sleep” (1. 10) and is about to commit suicide, he is
startled by the thought of “perchance to dream.” He finally lets the
dagger fall from the top of the castle to the roaring sea below. In the
BBC version, Derek Jacobi waits until 1. 20 before he swiftly bares
his bodkin and immediately points it toward his throat. Two lines later
when his thought turns to “But that . . .,” he turns the dagger outward
and starts to play with it.”

In translating this soliloquy, then, attention must be paid to the
logical coherence and the orchestration between word and action. In
the original, the second sentence begins with a question-marker
“Whether,” which follows on the heel of the “question” of the previ-
ous sentence; as has been pointed out, it is an extension of the ques-
tion. Zhu-Wu and Liang, who reverse the word order, separate “end
them” and “To die,” which in the original refer to the same thing
(Jenkins 278n, 490-91), and disrupts the train of thought. In contrast,
Bian carefully preserves the logic of the soliloquy. As to the two rhe-
torical questions, both Zhu-Wu and Bian keep the parallel structure
intact; Liang reverses the order of the first question. The change may
be minor in terms of syntactical emphasis, but since, as in Olivier’s
movie, it requires an early unsheathing of the dagger long before the
rationale of death is mulled over, the dramatic effect is weakened.'"

K

V. Concluding Remarks

The discussion above may give the impression that this writer
insists on the translator following the word order of the original. At
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the outset of this paper, however, it is pointed out that, due to the lin-
guistic differences between Chinese and English, changes in word
order is unavoidable in translation. “Overly formalistic adherence to
the syntax and word order of the original,” as Zhou observes, “is often
the bane of stiff, Westernized translations” (385, my translation). But
the translator of a literary work will do well to keep his eyes peeled
for the effect that results from the way its ideas or images are ar-
ranged and, in his translation, endeavor to preserve that effect. This is
especially true of the translation of playscripts, where word order may
contribute to characterization, interaction among characters, narrative
skill, and logical coherence. Shakespeare’s plays, being both poetry
and drama, requires of the translator even greater attention to seman-
tic as well as syntactic order. While it is not the intention of this paper
to grade the Chinese versions of Hamlet by the three outstanding
translators, it does appear that, judged by the examples given above,
Bian Zhilin deserves high marks for his meticulous work—a fact that
has much to do with his respect for the word order of the original. "

NOTES

' An earlier draft of this paper was presented to the Translation
Seminar of the 6" World Shakespeare Congress, 7-14 April 1996, Los
Angeles. A Chinese version of the same, under the title of { EXBIZR
HAZRT i e — — DLW IREE ) 8] Y[ Dramatic Effect and the Word
Order of Translation—Take Hamlet as an Example] was presented to
R e — — S ORI SE B RET [Translation Confer-
ence— English-Chinese Translating Study], held at The Chinese Uni-
versity of Hong Kong, 3-5 April 1996.

2 Zhou Zhaoxiang has made a comprehensive investigation into
the various Chinese renditions of Hamlet. See his Han-yi Ha-mu-lei-
te yen-jiu [A Study of the Chinese Translations of Hamlet].

Zhu Shenghao’s version, Han-mu-lai-tuo, first published in 1947,
was revised by Wu Xinghua and reissued as Ha-mu-lai-te in Sha-shi-
bi-ya quan-ji, vol. 9 (1978). 1 have used this latter edition, hereafter
referred to as Zhu-Wu, which does not differ significantly from Zhu’s
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original version as far as the passages discussed in this paper are con-
cerned, and which is more readily available. This version and Bian’s,
originally set in simplified Chinese characters, are here converted to
the regular characters for convenience’s sake.

* The English text used throughout this paper is that of the Ar-
den edition by Harold Jenkins.

* Zhou Zhaoxiang cites this passage as example to show that
Bian’s version “reads smoothly and idiomatically” because of the
transposition, “whereas Cao Wei-feng’s (£ il) version, which rig-
idly adheres to the line order of the original and breaks the ‘Our some-
time sister’ sentence in two, separating [its parts] by four lines, would
confuse the audience when read on stage” (419; my translation).

The true problem with Cao’s version, however, lies in its
“rigidity”; it is not necessarily related to his adherence to the original
line order. The passage may, for instance, be translated as follows,
still keeping the dramatic effect discussed here:

Kt 4 824 SHZE
EBIFRHARSERIHAE -

Bk &g ——TH IR LS R TR EE
H—E3E0E > 55— ERIRIEIR -
FESRGEIRFESE » FEIRME PR -
JRARBLBEIRAS SR AR DL ——
RAET G HERARERA
FEECRIIE R, - T
—CEE - FLICHERE > R -

> This portion is omitted in Olivier’s movie.
® These four lines may be rendered as follows:

i H 4% A8 & —BRIEFRE NS
E R P B 52 K R A TR

AR — R S8 3% 3]
MMREERBOHEETRE -






