Problems and Possibilities in
Translating Proverbs and Allusions
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The use of proverbs and allusions is common in every language, not
only in everyday speech but in literature; and the older and richer a culture
is, the more proverbs and allusions it will possess. It is well said that “a
proverb expresses the common feelings and experiences of the people among
whom it originates, and where it has been put into its form by the polishing
of many individuals. In fact, ‘the genius, wit, and spirit of a nation are
discovered in its proverbs’.”! And Fernando Mateos writes:

The study of the Chinese proverbs is one of the best
approaches through which Western scholars may penetrate
deeply into the mentality and customs of the Chinese people.
If literary works are mirrors of the culture of a country, this
is all the more true of proverbs, sentences coined by people
themselves, and transmitted orally from generation to generation,
as genuine expression of popular wisdom.?

This clearly suggests that proverbs are very deeply rooted in the culture
of the source language; and so are allusions. Therefore, both are very
difficult to transplant into another soil without losing their original color
and spirit. However, Mateos adds that, according to the conclusion of
modern ethnologists, proverbs may often contain universal ideas or concepts
which “are basic elements of human thought, and are like the wild flowers
of common sense.”” In order to prove this point, he cites some “‘equivalents”
of proverbs in Chinese, English, Spanish, Hebrew, French, Latin, and Italian.

The present article will limit its discussions.to some problems and
possibilities in translating proverbs and allusions from Chinese into English,
with special reference to script translation for the actor or stage. We will
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start with some examples of proverbs in Chinese and English which have
often been considered to be equivalents:

A i) Chinese: & m B I
(plant/sow melon get melon

plant/sow bean get bean)
English: Whatsoever a man soweth, that also shall he
reap.
Reap as one has sown.
You must reap what you have sown.

i) Chinese: 37 & #h
(hammer/strike iron while [it is] hot)
English:  Strike while the iron is hot.
Strike now, or else the iron cools.

B i) Chinese: ¥ f J\ 5
(half chin [catty] eight liang [tael])
English:  Six of one and half a dozen of the other.

i) Chinese: — E BE H
(a word already out {spoken]
IS # B

four-horse team hard overtake)
English: A word once spoken flies beyond recall.

iii) Chinese: A B 7
(ill-fortune not singly come/go)
English: Woe is forerun with woe.
One woe doth tread upon ancther’s heel.

C i) Chinese: [ [ B £}

(speak/talk Ts'ao Ts’ao Ts’a0 Ts’ao at-once arrive)

English: Speak of the devil and he will appear.

It is quite clear that the proverbs in Group A are really close in meaning
and implication in the two languages. As soon as the translator finds the
“equivalents,” almost everything is there right away. Proverbs in Group B
look different but would cause no problem in translation and understanding.
For instance, in B i) the proverbs use only different units of measurement,
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and, when the original unit is not familar to the reader or receiver of the
target language, the change of unit terms in the translation should not cause
any problem in meaning and spirit. Lines of B ii) look very different in
wording, but the “four-horse team” is an image of fast speed and has the
same connotation of ““flies.”

Generally speaking, in Group C the English and Chinese proverbs are
equivalent in most situations, though the character Ts’ao Ts’ao is not thought
of as the devil to the Chinese. Since the common English reader or audience
would not know who Ts’ao Ts’ao is, a literal transliteration of the Chinese
name will create difficulty in comprehension. Further-more, in rendering
anything with proper names or special reference to it, the translator has
to first of all make sure if that proper name and specific reference have any
implication there beyond the literal meaning — as in many cases they do.
In other words, a proverb of this nature may very often involve the problems
of allusion at the same time.

Before we come to the problems of translating allusions, it should be
helpful to have a brief understanding of their basic nature. As James Liu
has pointed out, there are two kinds of allusions: general and specific.
The former are those made to common knowledge and beliefs; the latter,
to particular literary works, historical events and persons, legends, and
myths. Allusions have been employed as an economical means of presenting
an analogical situation or providing a contrast. By adding the authority
of past experience to the present occasion, allusions skillfully treated can
strengthen the desired effect in a work. Liu also says:

As in dealing with symbols, so in dealing with allusions we
should ask not so much whether they are original or conven-
tional, popular or abstruse, but rather whether they have any
purpose or justification. In other words, we should ask: Does
this allusion add anything to the total effect or does it simply
show off the poet’s learning? 1Is there any reason for using
allusions here, or could the poet have expressed what is embodied
in the allusions just as well without using them?4

Though Liu is talking about the art of Chinese poetry, the same thing can
be said of allusions in drama. In some cases, allusions contribute greatly
to the tragic, comic, or ironic effect in a scene; in some others, they are
superfluous, or even misused. Dramatically, it makes little difference if
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the translator leaves out the superfluous allusions; and the omission of
misused ones may add clarity to the translation. For example, in The
Rainbow Pass (hung-ni kuan 4] €558), General Hsin Wen-li has a dream of
ill omen the night before he goes to the battle field. He describes it to his
wife Tung-fang Shih, after which the dialogue continues as follows:

TUNG-FANG SHIH
As you are a great general, you should take no notice of non-
sensical dreams.

HSIN

But there is nobody whom I can put in control of the Pass
while I am away.

TUNG-FANG SHIH
Leave it to me!

HSIN

That’s all very well, but have you forgotten the old story of
Hsi Shih?*

. . . 5
*The famous beauty instrumental in the ruin of Wu, 5th century.

Then she swears that she will never forget her duty as his wife. He goes to
attack the enemy and is killed. She weeps and laments. Skiliful in fighting
herself, she mounts her horse and declares: “If I fail to avenge my dear lord’s
death 1 shall never return here again.”® She captures the man who killed her
husband, but she falls in love with him and marries him. Judging from the
plot, Hsi Shih is superfluous or even misused here. The only possible analogy
between Hsi Shih and Tung-fang Shih is that beautiful women may often
bring a country to its ruin. But if this is the intention of General Hsin’s
reference to Hsi Shih, it must be the most unbelievable, stupid thing for a
husband to say to his dear wife. Besides, to the Chinese Hsi Shih is
remembered not only as a great beauty but also as a trustworthy heroine who
sacrifices herself for the good of her own country.

At this point, the translator may have to look into the psychological
background of the lines. To me it is quite obvious that the line is not the
voice of the general, but that of the playwright as a teacher or preacher,
though unconsciously it may be. This kind of psychology or attitude is
not uncommon in classical Chinese drama. For example, a bandit leader
almost always calls his men lu-lo B B (“bandits™), which is actually a term
of contempt used by law-abiding people to call the bandits; a general of a
foreign country often calls his own soldiers fan-ping & (“barbarian
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soldiers™). To the great majority of old Chinese audience, this kind of moral
implication of the playwrights is usually not logically felt. They tend to
identify themselves with the righteous, like the playwrights. However, a
literal translation of anything of this nature would sound unnatural to the
more logical minds of Western rzaders and audience.

In dealing with such allusions, the translator has to exercise his own
judgement as to whether to translate them “faithfully,” or to improve them
by modification or omission. But in either case, he should explain his choice
and the allusions with footnotes. For the convenience of comparison, let
us have a look at another line with the same allusion to Hsi Shih. In the
play Two Men on a String (feng-i ting RIE= ), a very beautiful maiden
named Tiao Ch’an offers to help her master Wang Yun to bring about the
downfall of the evil Prime Minister Tung Cho for the good of the people.
She is thus to be given to Tung as his concubine. Through her assistance,
Tung is killed. When she is first called to wait on Tung at a feast in Wang’s
house, part of the scene runs as this:

TUNG

... Ah, my dear Minister, what is her name?
WANG

Tiao Ch’an.
TUNG

'Good, good, good, Tiao Ch’an is a beautiful name, as beautiful
as the person. She is as alluring as Hsi Shih.5

5A famous beauty of the Sth century B.C. From a humble family, Hsi
Shih PEjfi was taken and trained by the King of Yueh and afterward used
to seduce the king of Wu and cause his defeat.? -

The analogy between Tiao Ch’an and Hsi Shih here is very good. Physically,
both are among the most beautiful women in Chinese legend; symbolically,
the allusion is a means of foreshadowing and irony. Notice that it is Tung,
the future “victim,” who comgpares Tiao Ch’an to Hsi Shih. That is to say,
when he does so, he is only thinking of their beautiful appearances. Like
the king of Wu, he is blinded by the physical beauty. But audience who
knows the story is aware of both levels of meaning. '

The adding of “alluring” in the translation seems an interesting choice
in terms of technique, as the adjective implies the seductive kind of charm.
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It may faintly suggest the ironic and foreshadowing quality of the allusion
in the original play. Tung must know the story of Hsi Shih, but the drink
and the heauty in front of him have made him conscious only of his animal
desire.  Therefore, the added word “alluring” — a written-into-the-line
footnote — would give some idea of the allusion to the audience of the
target language who can only listen to the dialogue of the actors,® or to
the readers who do not like to stop to look at the footnotes at the bottom
of a page.

It may not be irrelevant now to have a closer look at the use of foot-
notes, which have been soc commonly employed by translators for
explanation. From the examples above, we know that the translator can
write a footnote into the translation and/or use a bottom footnote as long
as it is used to good effects. Generally speaking, bottom footnotes are easier
to use than the writing-into-the-translation type, but the translator must
still be very careful when he is forced to use them. The most unusual
instance of footnote I have come across is the following one used to explain
a proverb in a line spoken by a Communist hero Li Yu-ho in The Red Lantern
%142 3. Here is the line and the footnote:

LI
1 don’t believe in Buddhism. But I've heard the saying, “The
law is strong, but the outlaws are ten times stronger!”*

*Here ‘Jaw” means the reactionary ruling class while ‘“‘outlaws’ the
revolutionary spirit of rebellion of the proletariat and revolutionary
people in their struggle against the reactionaries. In striking back against
Hatoyama, Li Yu-ho uses his saying to imply that the Japanese bandits
may ride roughshod for a time. But it is the revolutionary people who are

really strong. The Japanese bandits are doomed. The Chinese people are
sure to win.®

According to the fqotnote — which, it should be noticed, is a literal rendering
of a footnote in the original — what Li intends to say simply is, as another
English version based upon the same Chinese edition has put it:

The evil is strong, but the good is ten times stronger.lo

This simplified translation is undoubtedly very clear in meaning and needs
no footnote. But is this better? To answer this question, we have to take
a careful look at the proverb in the original, which runs:
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R - RE®B — X
(Tao high one foot Mo high ten feet)

It means Mo is ten times higher or more powerful than Tao. Traditionally,
in China Tao is always referred to as the Good or Right Way; Mo, the Evil
or Wrong Way. That is, the proverb Li quotes is not used to mean what is
traditionally or usually understood. The playwrights must be conscious
of the abnormal usage of the expression when they put the footnote there in
this revised edition of the play. I think it should also be clear to them that
the footnote would not reach the audience — and the play was intended
for the stage. They should also know that in the theatre the possible
reaction to such a line could be this: If it is spoken by a ch'ou (a clown
type of character/actor), it may win a good laugh because it is obviously
misused and the speaker is making a fool of himself. It is a strong joke or -
irony. Yet such an interpretation could hardly be applied here as Li is the
Communist hero and the play is meant to be a propaganda of the Chinese
Communists and the revolutionary people refer to themselves. It is very
puzzling, indeed! In such an instance, it seems that the translator had
better indicate in a further footnote of his own that it is an original footnote.
He should not try to clarify it without any indication as the second transla-
tion does. '

So much for the use of footnotes. We will now come back to see some
special referents and animal images in translating proverbs and allusions.
The first thing I would like to consider is: What should the translator do
if the referent in a proverb or allusion does not exist in the target language?
Or it exists but does not mean the same to the reader of the translation?
For example, every country has mountains, but Mount T’ai #1111 has
a special position or significance in the minds of the Chinese people. It
stands for something of great significance, or somebody of great personality
and reputation, or the respectable title for father-in-laws. Here is a line from
a play that contains the image:

Chinese original:

BREEMm | P BIVN=SHBRARGEL - /R EHEE 250
BRI —A% R !

English translation:

How was I to know? Sister Ah-ching. I have eyes, but can’t
see Mount Tai, while you have the heart of a statesman, big
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enough to hold a boat. I am sure you wor’t let yourself sink
to my level.1?

Obviously, the translation is a little too literal and the term “statesman’
is not a good equivalent for “524@” (fsai-hsiang, which is usually translated
as “Prime Minister,” and in this line it is simply a synonym for Mount Tai).
To take away all the figurative elements, the line basically says: “I didn’t
know [it was you], Sister Ah<ching! But you are a great person. Please
don’t look at things like me a small man! ” In treating such a line, a
writing-into-the-translation footnote may easily solve the problem, and
the whole passage could be rendered into something like this:

1 really didn’t know, Sister Ah-ching! .I must be blind not to
have recognized you great as Mount Tai. But you, a great person,
surely have a heart big enough to allow a boat to sail there.
Please don’t look at things like me a small man!

Exact equivalents are hard to find in any two languages. When there
is no equivalents, the problem is to find something in the target language
with similar association and/or implication to achieve the basic function
of the expression from the source language. But the translator has to be
specially careful with seemingly similar referents. Take the mythological
animal lung g5 in Chinese. It has often been rendered into English as
“dragon,” without realizing or indicating that a lung is believed in Chinese
culture a heavenly being or creature, whereas a dragon is generally associated
with evil in Western literature. The term Jung seems very much like the
word “luck” in English: when it is used alone it usually means good luck;
otherwise, one will say “bad luck.” When a Chinese lung is evil, it is always
preceded by some modifiers to form a compound noun like o-lurng BEEE
(“evil or wicked lung”) and chiao-lung ¥ %E (“a serpentlike lung or
dragon™). A few examples may make the point and some other related
problems clearer:

a) A # —K#

{(with money a lung

& B —K &

without money a ch ung [worm])
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b) % r m b E O

(fist[s] beat south mountain fierce tiger[s])

2 B b & &’ #
(foot/feet kick north sea chigo-lung)

Example a) is an irony of social manners — a rich person is respected as
a lung (something with celestial, noble quality), but a poor man is despised
like a small worm (a small, low insect). So lung and worm form a great
contrast in rank, size, and nature. Example b) is used to describe the physical
strength of a man, and the tiger and chigo-lung are both symbols of some-
thing evil and fierce that deserves to be destroyed by the Right. These
two examples have been translated as follows:

a) With money one’s a dragon,
without money a worm.!3
b) i My fists beat the tiger of the South Mountain.
My feet kick the dragon of the North Sea.14
ii. T've fought fierce tigers on the southern mountains.

And I've kicked the scaly dragon that swims northern

seas.ls

iii. With my fist I fell the leopard of the Southern Hill!

With my heel I crush the dragon of the Northern Sea!1¢
iv. 1can hit the leopard of the Southern Mountain.

And I can spear the dragon of the Northern Sea.’’

In terms of the verbal meanings, the translations have all achieved their
basic functions. But it seems that the translators could go a little further
to pay some attention to the simplicity and rhythm of everyday speech
which is common and characteristic of proverbs (e.g., lung and ch’ung rime
in Chinese), and give a more subtle consideration to the absence of the
grammatical subjects, which, in fact, have been supplied in these English
translations to make them natural for their readers. However, although the
addition of “one” in a) makes it a correct se.-fence, the line sounds a little
weak. ““You” might be a better choice according to the mood of the
expression which is rather direct and forceful. In b) the adding of the
singular first personal pronoun (“my” or “I”) is not wrong. But in a play
like The Fisherman’s Revenge FT 1 5% & from which these lines are quoted,
the plural form (“‘we” or “‘our”) should be more logical as these two lines
are spoken by the characters as one unit.’® With all these in mind, it might
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be closer to the original to render them as the following:

a) With money you are blessed,
without money you are damned.

b) Our fists can smash the tiger of the South Mountain;
Our feet can crush the serpent of the North Sea.

Sometimes the translator may find that the same referent virtually
exists in the two cultures, like the water bird yign-yang %2 #5 . But to
translate it as “madarin ducks” is only scientifically correct. “Love birds”
may be a better choice. My simple reason is: In China, yilan-yang is always
regarded as the symbol of happy marriage of mutual love and of being
together. Such an association does not exist in the minds of the general
English readers.

There are certainly other problems and possibilities in translating
proverbs and allusions. But I would like to mention two more instances
which, in a broader sense of proverbs and allusions, should be included in-
our discussion. They are the use of popular quotations and familiar
expressions borrowed from the target language.

It is quite common to find lines from popular songs and poems used
in daily conversation and treated and felt as proverbs. And fortunately
or unfortunately, lines of very similar meaning can often be found in the
target language. It seems ““fortunate” because they appear to be very natural,
happy “equivalents.” But it is unfortunate because very often if’ we use
them, we are taking the great risk of misleading the readers. For instance,
we may often find in classical Chinese drama a character hesitating and
pondering over problems and murmuring something as Hamlet does in the
“To be or not to be” soliloquy, saying . .. ay, there’s the rub! ” If we
use such a famous line from Shakespeare for translation, English readers
may consciously think of Hamlet and/or unconsciously tint the Chinese
character with the hue of Hamlet and thus form a wrong impression. There
is the rub!

Expressions borrowed from foreign languages usually have the novelty
quality. So phrases of pidgin-English like “people mountain people sea”
and “long time no see”” may very often add novelty and freshness to lines
in English. But to put them back into the original Chinese they would lose
all the fresh colors. I have always felt puzzled in dealing with expressions
of this nature. It seems to me that in some occasicns to leave them in
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pidgin-English might achieve a similar effect as they do in the English
“original.”

A. C. Scott says that “allusions with a peculiarly Chinese significance
that would be meaningless in English had to be rationalized without
destroying atmosphere.”19 In other words, when it is proved impossible
to reproduce the total effect of an imagery in the target language, the
translator should try his best, by all justified means within his reach, to
preserve as much as he could the original spirit and atmosphere as well.
as the verbal function.
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