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• André Lefevere, Translation, Rewriting, and the Manipulation of Literary 
Fame, 1992 

• a. Translation [of any kind] is nothing but a form of rewriting 

• "Translation is the most obviously recognizable type of 
rewriting." 

• "It is potentially the most influential because it is able to 
project the image of an author and/or a (series of) work(s) in 
another culture." 

• b. Rewriting is powerful 

• "These images existed side by side with the realities they 
competed with, but the images always tended to reach more 
people than the corresponding realities did." 

• "The power wielded by these images […] is enormous."



• Jesuits in China 

• Vectors of cultural 
transmission 

• Systematic effort to "translate 
China" for European audience

Matteo Ricci 利瑪竇 (1552－1610)



• First complete translation 
of the Four Books 四書 

• 1687 

• 1687-1703  : about 30 
French Jesuit missionaries 
in China



• Jean-Baptiste Du Halde 
(1674-1743) 

• Geographical, historical, 
chronological, political, 
and physical description of 
the Chinese empire and 
Chinese Tartary 

• 1735



• Edifying and curious letters 
written by some Missionaries 
of the Society of Jesus from 
foreign Missions 

• 1702-1776 

• 34 volumes



• 18th cent.: Age of Enlightenment 

• "China craze" 

➜ In search of different social, aesthetic, and political 
models 

• Montesquieu (1689-1755) 

• Diderot (1713-1784) 

• Beaumarchais (1732-1799) 

• Condorcet (1743-1794) 

• Voltaire (1694-1778)



• 1735: 

• "Tchao Chi Cou Ell, or The Little Orphan of 
the House of Tchao — Chinese tragedy"

• 趙⽒孤兒⼤報仇 The Great Vengeance of 
the Orphan of the Zhao Clan, by Ji 
Junxiang 紀君祥 (Yuan dyn.) 

• Translator: Father Joseph-Henri-Marie de 
Prémare (1666-1736), Jesuit 

• First Chinese play translated into any 
European language 

• Highly "unfaithful" translation (no translation 
of the arias) 

➜ The story caught the imagination of 
Europeans, and became the basis for 
adaptations/rewritings over the next few 
decades in many European languages 
(English, German…)



• Berman and Bensimon 

• Monographic volume of the journal Palimpsestes on retranslation 
(1990) 

• "Retranslation Hypothesis" (RH) (as defined by Chesterman, 2000) 

➜ The first translation of a literary text is more target language 
oriented vs. / retranslations are nearer to the source text and 
language. 

• The function of the first translation is to introduce the work into the 
target culture 

• It has to be comprehensible for a reader who is not familiar with the 
culture of the source text 

(Bensimon, 1990)



• 1755  

• Voltaire (1694-1778) 

• The Orphan of China — 
Confucius'  morality in five acts



➜ Note the practice of reading aloud a theater play in a 
"salon" instead of performing it onstage 

• This practice will last until the end of the 19th cent. and 
will have a huge impact on the reception of Chinese 
theater

• 1755 

• Voltaire's The 
Orphan of China's 
first public reading



• The importance acquired by the Orphan of Zhao is a striking 
illustration of Lefevere (1992) as quoted above on the 
influence of rewriting as compared with the original 

• The translation / rewriting of the play, however "unfaithful", had 
a comparatively far greater impact than the play ever had in 
China itself 

• The influence of the translation went far beyond the French 
language, as the first translations in other European 
languages, including English, were made from the French 
version and not from Chinese



• "Translations provide a tool for cultural interaction that shows 
certain synchronous aspects of the target culture at a given time. 
This idea is related to the concept of polysystems associated 
with the School of Manipulation, which states that in translation, 
the literary text is manipulated according to the target culture." 

(Cadera, 2017, commenting Bassnett and Lefevere, 1990) 

• Voltaire's own play can be seen as a commentary of the Chinese 
"original" 

➜ “There is no point where translation stops and adaptation starts.” 
(Ladmiral, 2014) 

• Many stories (e.g. from the great novelist Feng Menglong 馮夢龍, 
1574–1646) were translated in a way that completely 
decontextualized them and presented them as illustrations of the 
Chinese moral/ethical system



• After the French Revolution (1789-1799) 

• Complete upheaval of the way foreign cultures were dealt with



• French campaign in Egypt and 
Syria 

• (1798-1801) 

• Military expedition + scientific 
discovery 

• 167 scientists and engineers



• Description of Egypt 
• Publication 1809-1826 
• 37 volumes



• Jean-François Champollion 
(1790-1832) 

• Decipherer of Egyptian scriptures 
from the Rosetta Stone



• Scientific scrutiny of foreign civilizations 

• Based on documents rather than on personal experience 

• Scientific analysis of foreign languages  + Developement of 
philology 

➜ Whereas Jesuit missionaries would spend 30/40 years in foreign 
countries, modern scholars could now devote their entire lives to 
the study of foreign civilizations without ever setting foot in the 
related countries (this was to be the case for many sinologists) 

• Ideology of romanticism: discover / rediscover / reconstruct "far-
away" civilizations (in time of distance) 

• Direct field contact is replaced by the study of documents and the 
creation of large libraries 

• Views on translation change radically as compared with the 
previous period



• Creation of academic positions 

• New institutions: 

• "Special School of Oriental Languages" (Established 
1795, still extant) 

• Old instituions teaching new disciplines: 

• Collège de France (Established in 1530, still extant) 

• In the nascent sinology, two names are particularly noteworthy 
in regard with Chinese theatre translation: 

• Stanislas Julien 

• Antoine-Pierre-Louis Bazin



• Stanislas Julien (1797-1873) 

• Chair of "Chinese Language and Literature 
and Manchurian Tartar" 

• 1832-1873 

• Like his predecessor Jean-Pierre Abel-
Rémusat (same chair, 1814-1832), never 
went to China in his entire life



• Julien was a prolific author and translator 

• Books on  

• Chinese grammar 

• history 

• Chinese sciences and techniques 

• Translations include  

• relgious texts 

• numerous works of vernacular literature 

• Yuan (Mongol period, 13th-14th cent.) 
plays

1832 
The Circle of Chalk 

by 
Li Qianfu 李潛夫 (13th cent.)



• 趙⽒孤兒⼤報仇 The Great 
Vengeance of the Orphan of the Zhao 
Clan 

• 1834 

• Historical drama in prose and verse 

• ➜ First complete translation of the 
play 

• Julien is obviously challenging the 
translator of 1735



• Dean-Cox, 2014 quotes St Andre, 2003 on "retranslation as challenge" 
• "Focus on the Chinese novel Haoqiu zhuan 好逑傳 reveals how Sir 

John Francis Davis sets his 1829 English retranslation in opposition to 
the initial English translation in 1761 by Percy (a British merchant) by 
reinforcing the corrective properties of his own version, and 
simultaneously arguing against the legitimacy of the first attempt." 

• "St Andre further shows how rivalry may reach across target culture 
borders. The first English translator of Foguo ji 佛國記, a fifth-century 
account of the travels of a Chinese Buddhist monk, works not from the 
original text, but from a French translation. The tension between the 
two Sinologist traditions is evident in the replacement of French 
scholarship […] with supposedly superior English expertise. There 
follows four English retranslations, all of which go to great lengths to 
underscore the errors of their predecessors and thereby lay claim to 
their own validity." 

(Deane-Cox, 2014)



• Xixiang ji ⻄廂記 The Story of the Western Wing 

• By Wang Shifu 王實甫 (fl 1297-1307) 

• Very important opus 
• Was the archetype of Chinese love stories, 

influencing 700 years of sentimental fiction & theater 

• 1872 

• The Story of the Western Pavilion - Comedy in 
sixteen acts

• First full translation in a European language 

• In relation with Julien's teaching at the Collège de 
France 

➜ Scholarly translation: 
• text of arias is reproduced in Chinese in the 

translation 
• heavily footnoted





• Access to the reality of another culture through the treatment of literary 
allusions 

• ➜ "On the whole, most translators do not try to convey the literary 
allusions, except in an “explanatory note.” Maybe because allusions 
point to the final, real aporia of translation, the real untranslatable, 
which does not reside in syntactic transfers or semantic constructions, 
but rather in the peculiar way in which cultures all develop their own 
“shorthand,” which is what allusions really are." 

(Lefevere, 1992)



• Antoine-Pierre-Louis Bazin 
(1799-1863) ("Bazin The Elder") 

• Professor of Chinese, School of 
Oriental Languages 

• President of the Société Asiatique 
(Founded 1822, still extant)



• Author of books on Mongol (Yuan) 
period theater and Chinese vernacular 
language 

• Chinese theatre composed under 
the Mongolian emperors (1838) 

• The Century of Youen, or Historical 
Table of Chinese Literature, from 
the advent of the Mongolian 
emperors to the restoration of the 
Ming (1850) 

• Treaty on the general principles of 
vernacular Chinese (1845) 



• Translator of a great amount of classical plays, 
including: 

• 竇娥冤 The Injustice to Dou E, by Guan 
Hanqing (c. 1241–1320), 關漢卿 

• 琵琶記 The Story of the Lute, by Gao Ming 
⾼明 (1305-1359) (1841)



• Li Shengfeng 李声凤, 2015  

• (中国戏曲在法国的翻译与接受(1789-1870), Translation and 
reception of Chinese theatre in France (1789-1870) 

• Provides an exhaustive list: 
• 113 classical Chinese plays have have given way to publications in 

France between 1819 and 1880:  
• translations (complete / partial) 
• plot summaries



• Multiple reasons for 19th century attraction for theatre 
• Theatre was then the popular entertainment par excellence 
• Everyone goes to the theater 
• Drama is considered having an exemplary / teaching value 
• Theater was one of the easiest ways to mediate the general public's 

huge interest for things Chinese 
• Taste for epistolary novels 
• Chinese plays were never performed (there was no way to ensure 

Chinese opera's musical staging), but read, either individually or in 
public readings (➜ "salon", i.e., parlour practices) 

➜ This is a huge difference with Molière's destiny in China, where 
translations were made in priority for the stage, not only for reading 

(Zhang Qiang 2016)



• Huge changes in Sinology at the turn of the 20th century 
• Need for acurate translations of philosophical, religious, historical 

documents 
• Developement of interest in hard, archeological facts 
• Colonial spirit; France in Indochina; founding of the EFEO (Ecole 

française d'Extrême-Orient,1898, still extant) 
➜ e.g. Angkor, Dunhuang… 

• Fiction literature appears as comparatively much more secondary, and 
is treated with less scholarly respect 

• With the advent of cinema, theatre was dislodged from its place as the 
first popular entertainment



• The Yellow-Millet Dream 黃粱夢 

• Ma Zhiyuan ⾺致遠 (c. 1250–1321) 
•  1935 
•  Trad. Louis Laloy (1874-1944) 
• "13th Century Taoist drama"



➜  rather than retranslated: adapted 
as novel 

• 1928 
• George Soulié de Morant 

(1878-1955) 
• The Loving Oriole, Young Girl — 

13th Century Chinese Love Novel

• Xixiang ji ⻄廂記 
• The Story of the Western Wing, 

by Wang Shifu 王實甫 (fl. 1297- 
1307)



• 1918-1921 Early Chinese 
Republican period 

• Witnessed a similar trend 
towards rewriting of classical 
theater into novels ➜  

• Xixiang ji yanyi ⻄廂記演義 
The Romance of the Western 
Pavilion  

• Pipa ji yanyi 琵琶記演義 The 
Romance of the Stoty of the 
Lute 

• Taohua shan yanyi 桃花扇演義 
The Romance of the Peach 
Blossom Fan



• 2nd half of 20th cent. to the present 
• Huge effort in the field of translations of classical novels and short 

stories 
• France is one of the Western countries that translates the most Chinese 

literature, classical, modern, and contemporary 
• Scientific translation is valued in academic publications (compare, e.g., 

with the US) 

• Few general interest for theater despite many scholarly research on 
theater 

• One of the difficulties today with the reception of the theatre is that the 
public is more reluctant to read 

➜dialogued form, didascaly = factors that give the impression that 
reading theatre is difficult 

• There are too few cases in which translation of drama is motivated by a 
public performance



• 牡丹亭 The Peony Pavilion 

• By Tang Xianzu 湯顯祖 (1550-1616)  

• Transl. André Lévy (1925-2017) 

• 1998 

• 1998: Kunqu 昆曲 performed onstage in 
Paris



• Anne Cheng 程艾蘭 

• Chair of Chinese 
Philosophy 

• Collège de France

➜ Series "Chinese Library"



• Series of 
bilingual edition 
of all the Greek 
and Latin 
classics







• Xixiang ji ⻄廂記 The Story of the Western 
Wing 

• By Wang Shifu 王實甫 (fl 1297-1307) 

• Transl. Rainier Lanselle (2015) 
• First retranslation since 1872 (143 years)



• 3 Yuan Plays 
• Transl. Isabella Falaschi (2016) 

• Among which: 
• The Orphan of Zhao  

➜First retranslation since Stanlislas Julien's, 
1834 (182 years)





• ”Retranslations place more emphasis on the source text language and 
culture because, over the course of time, these elements can become much 
better known and understood by readers.” 

(Cadera, 2017) 

• "It is said that the “half-life” of a translation is thirty years, and that 
translations age more quickly than the original. Thus re-translation can be 
seen as a kind of historical revision, a modernization of the text to reflect 
changes in language and context." 

• "Another justification for re-translation is that a new edition of the source text 
has been published and replaces earlier versions as the new standard 
reference." 

(Lowe, 2014) 
➜These are valid arguments for my retranslation of The Story of the Western 

Wing 

➜ 



• The very fact that there exists a Chinese bilingual series shows that 
there is sufficient readership capable of reading the original text 

• Stanislas Julien's translation was outdated and in many ways faulty 
due to the limitations of the philological means of his time 

• Julien worked on a well-known 17th-century edition of the play in 16 
acts, whereas I translated an earlier (year 1498) version in 21 acts, 
much closer to what may have been the original state of the play



+ Additional factor 

• A modern reprint of the translation by 
Julien had been published 

• The "recycling" of an outdated 
translation for commercial 
considerations is always something 
problematic

1997 reprint 
Preface by André Lévy



+ Additional factor

1991 edition

1995 reprint

• A masterful translation of the 
play had been published in 
English, by Wilt Idema in 
1991 (repr. 1995)



• "Retranslation is a polemical act by nature." 

(Popovič, 1976) 

• "What makes retranslating different from other translation is that there 
exists at least one previous translation, and a previous translator. The 
figure of the first translator, either as a real-life person, as a mental 
image or a textual construction, is one obvious potential source of 
dependency for the second translator and the readers of the second 
translation alike, and this influence, or the careful avoidance of any 
influence, may affect the translation process in a number of ways." 

• "The process is initiated because there is an understanding that the 
existing translation is somehow faulty: too old, too outdated, too free, 
too domesticated or too foreignised and so on." 

(Koskinen & Paloposki, 2015) 

➜ « Anxieties of influence: The voice of the first translator in 
retranslation »



➜ In a bilingual edition, another voice, that of the 
author, is directly present on the page



• Current translation:  

• Taohua shan 桃花扇  

• The Peach Blossom Fan 

• By Kong Shangren 孔尚任 (1648-1718)



• Historical play 
• Southern Ming (1644-1662) 
• Rewriting of history as fiction 
• 3-year research and teaching program 
• First fully annotated translation in an European language





Repr. 2015 
Preface by Judith Zeitlin

• Previous English translation/
adaptation by Harold Acton, 
1976



Concluding remarks



• "Rewriting is potentially subversive because it always 
manupilates and « updates » the original to some extent" 

(Lefevere, 1992) 

➜ This has never been more true than with the first, imperfect, 
translation of the "Orphan of Zhao"… 

• If only modern, 'perfect', translations had even a fraction of its 
impact…



• "The first translation is a “hesitant” first draft that will later be 
improved in new translations." 

• [Furthermore,] “great translation can only be made by a great 
translator.” 

(Berman, 1994) 

• "The one who re-translates is not just dealing with one single text, 
the original, but with two that occupy a specific space ... one can 
say that it is in this space that translation produces its 
masterpieces. First translations are not (and cannot be) the 
greatest”  

(Vanderschelden, 2000)



• "Great translator": a weak concept 
• It creates a kind of mystique of retranslation, as if it were a 

dialectic and finalist relationship between one source text and one 
target text to be, without external factors 

• "[…] Specific, extratextual causes of translation" 
• Factors of "ideology, economics and the subjectivity of the 

translator". 

(Venuti, 2004, criticizing Pym, 1998) 

➜ Cf. Sharon Deane Cox in her criticism of Berman & and his 
"Retranslation Hypothesis" (RH)



• "Berman (1990) maps out […] a particular pinnacle of 
accomplishment: the ‘grande traduction’ or ‘great 
translation’. In keeping with Goethe’s teleological 
reasoning, the great translation ‘brings the original, 
previously concealed by initial translations, back to light 
and restores its meaning’ […], while 'setting an inimitable 
precedent for contemporary or subsequent translation 
activity’ […]. At this lofty point, all great translations have 
one thing in common in that ‘they are all retranslations’ […], 
since only the passage of time and the accumulation of 
experience can supposedly pave the way to such a feat of 
illumination and restoration in the service of the source 
text." 

(Deane-Cox, 2017)



• This march [towards "progress", or "perfection"] is at once 
mechanistic and anonymous, and should therefore be regarded 
with some degree of suspicion. To reprise Berman’s own cutting 
lexicon, there is a certain irony in the fact that this approach is 
‘blind’ to the material conditions of translation production, namely 
to the external influences which exist beyond the confines of the 
text. Moreover, the idea that one (re)translation will beget a closer 
retranslation presumes the presence of a symbiotic link between 
successive versions and precludes the possibility of a move 
backwards. There is always the chance that a given retranslation 
has been carried out without a priori knowledge of an antecedent 
[…]. 

(Deane-Cox, 2017)



• This brings us to be critical towards the ST/TT dichotomy, as a practioner of 
translation as well as academic reflecting on translation 

• Cf. Jean-René Ladmiral: Sourcier ou cibliste. Les profondeurs de la traduction 
[Source or Target-oriented. The Depths of Translation] (1986-2014) 

• "Sourcerer" vs./ "Targetter" 

• This dual model appears outdated 

• Retranslation is a multifactorial endeavor: 

• the state of the intercultural debate at a given time 

• ideological factors 

• the state and expectations of the related discipline (here: sinology) 

• the (more or less) implicit presence of other texts: 

• "the voice of the first translator" (and subsequent translators) 

• translation(s) in other languages 

• presence of previous editions on the market with various 
degrees of authority…



Thanks for your attention!

rainier.lanselle@ephe.psl.eu

謝謝聆聽！


