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a prolific trendsetter
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Clockwise from top: Translator Zhang Yujia, Chen Yikan and He Yujia are book lovers who also take great pride in their profession. PHOTOS
PROVIDED TO CHINA DAILY

Solitary refinement
Long hours, low pay and little recognition are the lot of literary
translators, but some are finally reaping the rewards they deserve.
Yang Yang reports

A

t 7 am He Yujia gets out of bed
and heads straight for her study
rather than her kitchen and
breakfast. He, 32, will sit in the
study for a couple of hours working on
a book translation before finally eating,
and then return to work for another six
to 12 hours.
Three of the Chengdu freelance
translator’s works have been published
this year: the first volume of The Years
of Lyndon Johnson: The Path to Power
by Robert Caro; Shark’s Fin and Sichuan
Pepper by Fuchsia Dunlop and Michael
Bird’s Vincent’s Starry Night and Other
Stories. She is now working on the second
volume of the Johnson’s biography.
At 7:30 am in Jiashan, Zhejiang
province, Chen Yikan’s 3-year-old son
awakens him. After attending to the boy’s
needs, the book reviewer and translator,
33, heads to a nearby cafe. There he
orders breakfast and takes out his laptop,
books and electronic dictionary before
starting six to eight hours’ work.
Chen, now translating Somerset
Maugham’s Collected Short Stories:
Volume 3 , after translating the
previous two editions, returns home at
5:30 pm to spend the evening with his
son. His translation of Edward Aubyn’s
novel Dunbar is due to be published in
August.
A little later than the other two, at
8:30 am, Zhang Yujia, 32, a freelancer in
Guangzhou, Guangdong province, begins
her work day. Unlike He and Chen, she
prefers to keep flexible working hours
and often works until midnight.
She has been translating reviews and
books on films in her spare time since
2004. She became a full-time translator
in April when she finished translating H.G.
Wells’ A Slip Under the Microscope and is
now working on a children’s book.
In 2016 more than 23,000 book titles
from overseas were published in China
compared with 8,200 in 2012.
As early as the Tang Dynasty (618907), the Chinese monk Xuanzang
was translating Buddhist classics from
Sanskrit into Chinese, helping to promote
the development of Buddhism. But
translations did not really take off until

the late Qing Dynasty (1644-1911), when
patriotic Chinese scholars and officials
sought to save China from imperial
interference from the likes of Britain
and Japan, which were much more
advanced in science, technology and
social development, through translation.
Over the past century, generations of
translators have contributed enormously
to the advance of China’s culture,
society, economy, politics, science and
technology.
For Chen Yikan, an important driving
force for a country’s development is
embracing ideas from foreign cultures
and encouraging people to explore new
territory.
“The history of fiction is a process in
which different cultures are stimulated
by translations,” Chen says. “Without
translation, modern novels couldn’t have
developed in such a way.”
The Chinese novelist A Yi says that
reading translations of foreign literature
has helped him develop his style. His
favorite translated works include Fan
Ye’s version of One Hundred Years of
Solitude by Gabriel Garcia Marquez,
and Li Wenjun’s interpretation of William
Faulkner’s Absalom, Absalom!
“China is a country that translates
literature from many different languages
and countries to a high standard,
including works from the Americas,
Australia, Japan, India and Europe, and
even from less populous countries such
as Iceland. But Chinese literature has
not been translated as much into other
languages,” A Yi says.
Yet the identities of these translators
remain unknown to the great bulk of
readers, the names of the authors and
the titles taking the limelight. Many
translators suffer from backache, neck
pain and even depression after years of
struggle and the great majority of them
are paid a pittance.
Dan Hansong, a professor of English
at Nanjing University, recently said
that it would take at least seven
years to translate Thomas Pynchon’s
postmodernist works Against the Day or
Mason & Dixon.
When Dan agreed to translate

Pynchon’s Inherent Vice, he said he knew
the fee would be low but he wanted to
demonstrate that he was one of the few
people around who could “understand
each sentence of that novel.”
“Sales were poor — just a few thousand
copies. All the others were pulped.”
A translator in the Chinese mainland
normally receives 70-100 yuan ($1014.80) for every 1,000 English words
rendered into Chinese.
Yet these translators are grateful “to
be paid for reading and learning,” Zhang
says, and “eager to share with more
people the happiness they gain from
reading.” As their talent glitters in the
text, sooner or later, Zhang says, they will
get their due recognition.
Many translators share that sense of
mission, but He Yujia says she is not one
of them.
“For me translation is an enjoyable
process. I don’t think I am particularly
underpaid because my job is not as
exhausting as working in finance.”
As Chinese have become increasingly
willing to pay for knowledge, the literary
world has begun to embrace the rise
of star translators as a way to promote
new titles.
He Yujia says: “Translators tend to
have a deeper understanding of the work
than most readers due to the amount of
research they do to perfect every word.
“They (good translators) help the
readers to understand the works more
easily. And if the books sell well with the
help of a good translator it will also help
to raise translators’ pay.”
She has been translating books for
eight years after having broken her leg in
a car accident, she says.
This year He applied to take part in a
study program in the United States using
a reference from Michael Mayer, whose
books The Last Days of Old Beijing and
In Manchuria she translated.
“They (the U.S. authorities) asked
me why I chose such an invisible
profession. I explained the reasons and
why it still left me a little depressed.
If translators appear more often in
public, perhaps people will understand
them better.”

“In Qi’s early years he drew shrimps
to mostly learn from ancient painters,”
says Xue Liang, a researcher with
the Beijing Fine Art Academy. “But
he later developed a personal style
by using shades of dark ink to reflect
the texture of a shrimp’s body, giving
its antennas an almost real-life feel.”
N eve r t h e l e s s , Q i ’s w o r k s
went beyond aquatic life.
“Qi Baishi is the representative artist
of Chinese art in the 20th century,”
says Wu Hongliang, deputy director
of the Beijing Fine Art Academy.
Be it landscapes, birds, flowers or
figures, Qi’s paintings are high on
expression and detail, Wu says. He is
also known for his seal carvings, poems
and for setting art school trends.
Qi was prolific even in his 70s. In
a group of paintings on show in the
recent exhibition, Qi drew insects in
the corners, leaving parts of the images
blank. Lyu Xiao, another researcher
at the Beijing Fine Art Academy, says
Qi did so because he wanted to fill in
the parts later while focusing on the
finer details first, before his eyesight
became weaker.
“He had planned to fill these spaces
with flowers later on, when he thought
he wouldn’t see as clearly as he did
while painting the insects,” Lyu explains.
After New China was founded
in 1949, Qi was widely hailed as a
“people’s artist.”
Wang Yamin, curator of the
exhibition, says: “He was not only
diligent, but also had a taste that was
close to the grassroots.”
Qi, a native of Xiangtan, Hunan
province, used to be a carpenter. He
first learned painting from folk artists
and later sold paintings for a living in
Shanghai and Beijing during the period
of great social upheaval in the country.
That was also when he met some
influential painters. Such experiences
made him understand different social
strata, rather than catering to only high
tastes.
Among his other paintings that
exhibited are flowers with blessings
for prosperity, vegetables indicating
harvests and farming tools to express
his nostalgia for his hometown.
“People love these paintings because
they remind us of the mountains and
waters in the countryside, and remind
us where we come from,” Wang says.
The words on more than 100 seals on
display also reflect Qi’s introspection:
He started as a carpenter and became
a famous artist but kept looking for
larger goals, especially as he got older.
When many other Chinese artists
retreated from social life in old age,
Qi wanted to take on more social
responsibilities.
In his painting “Qingping Fulai”
(prosperity in tranquility), which was
a source of the exhibition title, an old
man is seen holding a vase, with a
fruit bat hovering over him. The vase
symbolizes peace in Chinese culture
and the bat signifies happiness,
following the Mandarin pronunciations
of the words.
“That painting reveals he expected
a stable and harmonious life,” Wu says.
“That’s a common Chinese person’s
wish, too.”
After World War II had ended, Qi also
called for global peace.
“Actually, his art echoes a modernist
trend in the world at the time,” Wu
says. “Yet he expressed it in a typically
Chinese way.”
The pigeon is another common
theme in Qi’s art during his later years,
showing his wish for world peace,
just as Pablo Picasso did. In 1956 the
World Peace Council bestowed the
International Peace Prize on then
nonagenarian Qi.
In his message to the awards
ceremony, Qi said:“I love my hometown,
the beautiful and prosperous lands
of my country and all lives there. I’ve
spent my lifetime integrating the

Top: Portrait of Qi Baishi. Above: One of Qi
Baishi’s paintings on show features fish
and chicks. PHOTOS BY JIANG DONG / CHINA DAILY

ordinary Chinese people’s emotions
into my paintings and poems. In recent
years I have realized that what I pursue
is world peace.”
Many people used to be interested in
Qi’s works because of their high values
at auction, says Shan Jixiang, director
of the Palace Museum.
“We want to show his spirit and
cultural significance through this
exhibition, especially at a time when
mutual learning and coexistence of
different civilizations are advocated.”
Though the Palace Museum is
dedicated to housing ancient art, it
also has about 6,000 pieces of modern
art, including 400 of Qi’s works, most
of which have rarely been exhibited
before.
This year the museum held an
exhibition of the work of Wu Changshuo
(1844-1927), with one calligraphy piece
promoting Qi’s paintings as a highlight.
Shan, the director, says a new branch
gallery of the museum will soon be
established near the Forbidden City
that will be used entirely to display
modern art.

