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SUMMARY

This paper claims that martial arts fiction is a literary genre
dating back to the Tang Dynasty, and warrants some introduc-
tion to non-Chinese readers since it is a major genre in
comtemporary Chinese literature, and is a vehicle for transmitting
Chinese cultural values. Hong Kong publisher Louis Cha (a.k.a.
Jin Yong) is taken as a good example of a contemporary author
whose stories give the reader not only details of swordplay and
boxing, but also the teachings of Confucianism, Buddhism, and
Taoism. Also discussed in some detail are the special problems in
translating such works containing classical allusions, metaphysi-
cal ideas, religious rites, “address terms~  (i.e. titles of address),
etc. The author illustrates how to handle such difficult fictions
(containing technical jargon and slang describing martial moves)
by “recreative translation’ of several paragraphs from one of
Jin Yong’s works, Fox Volant of the Snowy Mountain.
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1. Martial Arts Fiction as a Literary Genre

Martial arts fiction, with a long history dating back to the
Tang Dynasty (A.D. 618907), is one of the few surviving
Chinese literary forms which can claim a direct link with
traditional popular literature (Wang, 1988). This literary
genre, properly known to contemporary readers as wu xia
fiction ( R{%/Nit ) which literally means the martial-chivalric
novel, is really popular literature verging on serious litera-
ture.

This genre of literature is devoured by Chinese readers
from all walks of life, finding great popularity not only in
Hong Kong, but alsc in overseas Chinese communities. One
sinologist puts it this way:

That such tales should prove so popular not only among
young and naive readers but also among highly
sophisticated scholars is a matter of some interest. It
seems that they fill a psychological need on the part of
many readers to escape from the realities of life into a
world of childish fantasies, rather in the same way as
science fiction and horror films appear to do in the west.
(Liu 1967, 130)

Martial arts fiction written by Hong Kong publisher Louis
Cha (#EEH ), more popularly known to the Chinese readers
by his pseudonym, Jin Yong ( £[f ), warrants an introduc-
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tion to the reading public in other countries, firstly, as a
literary form in its own right (it is after all a major genre in
contemporary Chinese literature), and secondly, as a vehicle
for transmitting Chinese cultural values.

Jin Yong, who is in his sixties, is the author of fourteen
titles of martial arts fiction that have become classics of their
type. He sees himself as an heir to the tradition of adventure
novels dating back to the Tang Dynasty. The quest for a
woman of perfect beauty is a recurring theme in his fiction.
Interviewed by Asiaweek in 1987, he said, “it is difficult to find
someone in real life to match my description of beauty”
(Asiaweek, June 28, 1987).

Jin Yong’s martial arts novels are set in the world of
traditional China. Most of the protagonists live outside the
mainstream of society. Most of the heroes are rebels who live
in their own world, who have dedicated their lives to
humanitarian ideals and pledged themselves to a chivalric
code of justice, honour and righteousness, even to the point of
sacrificing their lives for good causes.

These stories, which go into great details in giving the
reader the martial feats of various schools of swordplay and
pugilism, are written in a light literary style interspersed with
Confucian, Buddhist and Taoist thinkings. Besides the usual
fighting and revenge, ingredients essential to martial arts
fiction, Jin’s stories also feature the light romance of
charming characters. Of course, the main interest lies in their
endless description of spectacularly wild feats of martial art,
some of which are, no doubt, the product of the author’s
imagination and ingenuity.

There is also no lack of linguistic elegance in the dense,
compressed and cryptic prose which Jin Yong employs in
describing in a vivid filmlike manner the fierce fighting
heightened by the protagonists’ superhuman abilities. The
pseudo-archaic language, that is to say, writing in the
vernacular but inclining towards the classical style of writing,
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also serves as a convenient vehicle for conveying metaphysical
truths and religious cults cultivated in these stories. Chinese
physical culture in martial arts novels, according to James J.
Y. Liu, “is shrouded in mystery, and descriptions of fencing or
pugilistic methods are often couched in pseudo-metaphysical
language” (134). Such language, however, has been rendered
accessible even to readers with a modicum knowledge of
traditional culture and customs.

2. Nature of the Original Text

My venturing into rendering one of Jin Yong’s works, Fox
Volant of the Snowy Mountain ( EIRI ), into English was
motivated primarily by the challenge laying in store for
whosoever is going to attempt translating a martial arts
fiction into a foreign language, the seemingly unsurmountable
obstacles one would rum into in transferring to an alien
culture the multifarious facets of Chinese culture adorning
martial arts fiction, be they philosophical teachings, classical
allusions, historical anecdotes, religious reliefs, oriental cults,
metaphysical truths, or traditional values and customs.

Fox Volant of the Snowy Mountain first appeared as
newspaper serials in 1959 and was later published as one
single volume. This martial arts novel, containing ten
chapters, is a little over two hundred pages long, with
relatively little fighting compared to Jin Yong’s other novels,
and yet the excitement, intrigue and action are well
dramatized in this beautifully written work, with one event
firmly intertwining with other incidents in the story, which is
a family vendetta involving now the offspring of several
families. This one-volume martial arts fiction is light in
historical setting which western readers should not find too
difficult to grasp, and yet the story itself is filled with
sufficient oriental mysticism and feats of strength to baffle the
western mind.
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What distinguishes Fox Volant of the Snowy Mountain
from the rest of the martial arts novels written by the same
author is that some modern writing techniques of writers in
the west can be found in the writing of this book. The
uniqueness of this title lies in its being a story woven from
several stories. Every chapter is a story.in itself, with the more
important ones each centring on the one single incident in the
past, an incident which is told, and sometimes re-told by
different eye-witnesses, from different angles and perspectives,
hence giving rise to several versions of the same story. The
reader is able, however, to weave alll threads of individual
stories together. What sustains the interest of the reading
public is the suspense introduced in closing the last chapter of
the story. The story ends at the point when Fox, hero of the
story, raises his weapon to strike. This book is literally a
never-ending story, with much left’ to the imaginative and
creative powers of individual readers.

Sinologist and translator John M. Minford sums it up
nicely, “It is a complete world he [Jin Yong] has created,
which is part fantasy and part product of the traditional
Chinese culture. You come across a lot of the weird and the
wonderful in his novels” (New York Times, January 3, 1989).
According to him, “these novels are a wonderfully rich
repository of Chinese culture. They will be as fascinating to
the English [reader] as Conan Doyle and Agatha Christie have
been to the Chinese” (Asiaweek, April 19, 1987).

3. Problems Identified
3.1 General Consideration

In the process of rendering this martial arts novel from
Chinese to English through a re-creative translation process
which requires extensive re-writing for the target readers, a
number of translation problems can be identified. These
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problems often relate to areas of cultural overlap and to the
cultural connotations of various linguistic devices. Among
problematic terms and expressions are those created by
specific cultural features, i.e., the forms of address and
institutional terms. In translating such terms and expressions
into the target language, the transiator should remember the
originals occur in a story taking place in the mid-eighteenth
century, when the vast Chinese empire came under the
imperial rule of the Manchus. One should, therefore, try either
to find natural equivalents or to invent cultural terms by
using outdated phrases or words for customs, institutional
objects and cultural items that would fit into a historical
setting in the West.

3.2 Address Terms

One of the major problems for translators tackling martial
arts fiction in general and the original text of Fox Volant of
the Snowy Mouniain in particular is the vast array of address
terms for which no equivalent terms exist in the west. Such
terms are abundant in the story, like fi¥ - Brykdi EF.#
FFEE S HERA R F L HA - B i B8 ERBE VA
T/

The address term AIK, literally meaning “great hus-
band,” conveys something more than the literal meaning
associated with this term. This address term embodies personal
gualities and moral and ethical concepts encompassing such a
wide range that only by elaborating the various meanings of
the term in question in the right contexts can the translator
hope to make clear to modern readers the full range of
attributes in the terms. Let us look at a few examples:

(DBEFEALE, FEREERER , [AZ0LMSEH 7 (Ch. 3)
If you consider yourself an utierly brazen fellow, just say
so here and now. What sneaky and sheepish tricks are
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QiR MEWBNETF , ALKRERET » FIHT, BRERE
& 2 (Ch. 4)
Look at the way he conducts himself; he is, after all, a
very brawny and brazen fellow. What does it matter
when death comes to a man like him?

QAR , FRBTFHEALR , RELTEM o (Ch. 4)
Phoenix, I am wholly convinced that you are an
embodiment of justice, courage, integrity and chivalry,
indeed a true knight-errant.

(APK 3L R BIEBES » XIHEFET 7 (Ch. 7)
Being a man of fortitude and courage, 1 pronounce
myself bold and daring. What should I fear?

(SR L AREEREETF% o (Ch. 7)
There is no guarantee that the wife of @ man of real
worth will be always virtuous, or his sons filial.

3.3 Genre-specific Terms

Likewise, Jin Yong’s martial arts fiction abounds in other
genre-specific terms relating to social customs or institutions,
such as WEEH - SBYETF « FAMBE - @723 P9I ILHHRE
FRAD - THIER 8ER . PMF o Terms like these tax the trans-
lator’s ingenuity just as severely.

3.4 Jargon and Slang Expressions

Sprinkled through the novel are also jargon and slang
expressions, rich in cultural connotations; these, too, the
translator must be aware of and, somehow, convert into or
naturalize in the target language. The jargon, bringing into
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the text of the novel a dialect or argot that is truly
genre-specific, is obviously a device to give martial arts fiction
its peculiar colour and flavour. Jargon and slang expressions
such as» BEF TR EET - BT B8 1LF - @5 BE - B

374% » pose yet another challenge to the translator.
3.5 Martial Arts-specific Terms

Of course, the greatest challenge for anyone attempting
the translation of martial arts fiction really comes from
wrestling with terms that are not only genre-specific, but also
martial arts-specific terms referring to martial feats associated
with one or another of the various schools of swordplay and
pugilism. For example, Prime Xiong ( #8508 ) , Chief Escort of
the Peking Overland Convoy, is well-versed in one school of
fencing with the broadsword, known as #%J] in the Chinese
text. In order to convey to English readers what this martial
feat means, this special, troublesome item can be rendered as
follows:

Prime was proficient in the Ground Blade, the art of
fencing with a broadsword and, at the same time
tumbling-and Prime was most competent at making
falls, dives, rolls and somersaults which were used as

feints in striking his enemies.

Even though the meaning of this cultural term may be
retained or captured in this circumlocutory way, yet its power
in the source language is lost in the translating process.

One thing that makes particularly interesting the render-
ing of martial arts-specific terms from Chinese into English
is this: the translator has to identify which of the martial feats
described in the story fall into the category of authentic
displays of physical strength belonging to traditional schools,
and which owe their origins to the creative faculty of the
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author. The translator usually can exercise the same degree of
creativity, if not a greater, when handling these elaborate
inventions of the author.

3.6 Filmic Fighting Scenes

One element that sustains the readers’ interest most in
reading martial arts fiction is the action of vividly described
fighting scenes in the story. One such scene occurs at the end
of chapter four:

RESSEMEERES , tIBRENOBTBRERS
AR o HIAIE  tEF—RIRH, £F 5, REAB
BeEmER R, BM—TTRTAE , SEMEFRERE
B, #AEGERWI, SEMENERE , SFaTEI)
ERGHIRT A ¢

BRISEMHRY , ERRHMAL, REERRZ
M, B, AR R ETKHD - B—TKE—
%, FUEMERET  BRAK e (8, T ]

BRIMEHEMNHRES— HEREHREAFEYE
THY # %K%mf@é O —ER » BERAES L
ERREHK - E—B—-KBLTL, ZRKA-TT—08
AT AR, MERBMERHATMNE , BRRA—F, &
ARG R, EAFEESA— IO TR B

Here, the demand of the orginal is that the translator
reproduces as many of the vivid filmic effects of the original as
possible. In this translator’s opinion, probably the best way to
meet such a demand is extensively to rewrite-to produce a
recreative translation, as follows:

Once annihilated, Phoenix was rendered totally
defenceless. Being half way through parading the trick
of Piercing the Stork in Flight, Phoenix found it
impossible to relapse to a counter-caveating parade.
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Following through the movement of the trick he was
then parading, Phoenix, the minute he made a sidelong
lunge, would instantaneously flap open the appendages
of the stork, wielding the sword in his right hand while
thrusting his left hand out in an upward direction. But
Gully thwarted him in the nick of time. If Phoenix had
attempted to unfold his large wings at that instant,
Gully would have immediately lunged to his left, then
again rapidly to his right. Phoenix would have had both
his forelimbs hacked off, at his own instigation.

Nevertheless, Phoenix proved spectacularly wild in
his feats. He immediately accommodated himself by
bringing in both his arms while simultaneously aiming
the point of his sword at his own chest: a beautiful and
timely move. Gully was appalled, fancying that Phoenix,
in his defeat, had resorted to reversing his blade to take
his own life. Thereupon, Gully cried out in alarm,
‘Halt! Brother Phoenix !’

Phoenix had already had the tip of his sword nipped
off right on the first day of the duel, blunting his
weapon’s sharp point. All at once, he dynamically
tightened the muscle on his chest. the blade, zlready
lodged in his chest, retracted like the devil, bouncing in
recoil. This move was unpredictably wild. Gully, all ‘the
while, was intent on talking him out of committing
suicide. He had scarcely expected Phoenix to take him
by surprise, but in a trice, the sword retracted with a
spurt, darting the tang off the blade and placed itself on
Gully’s chest, right on the paralytic point Celestial
Abode.

3.7 Moves and Martial Feats

Moves or martial feats practised by fighters in martial
arts fiction, such as s BUIEH » BEREE , BEEM - ZRNH0 - +
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AR SHEEE « BRI - BET), W . BEIIE > are all
labelled in a unique manner, each label referring to the hand
movements or footwork particular to the Move in question.
Finding out what the name of each Move stands for and then
re-labelling each Move in English is another major task facing
the tramslator. Often, the translator will have to be just as
creative as the original writer in coining new words or
inventing phrases in the target language.

4. Concluding Remarks

In spite of so many obstacles facing the translator of
martial arts fiction into English, one must admit that most
obstacles can still be surmounted in the long run. Of
particular interest are linguistic and institutional terms
clouded by cultural opaqueness, that is, terms whose meaning
is clear only in the context of the culture in which the
language is embedded. The long hours and laborious effort
which have gone into rendering this major genre in contempo-
rary Chinese literature into English through a re-creative
translation process have indeed proved a most rewarding
experience for the translator.
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