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Translation - a highly specialized profession

by F. Tsai

*
The followingis the text of a speech delivered by Mr. F. Tsai % /81, visiting fellow at the Translation
Centre of the Chinese University of Hong Kong, at a luncheon meeting of the Hong Kong Translation

Society on 24, September, 1977.

A highly specialized proform

Translation is so technical that it has long acquired the
status of a profession. Even one who has an excellent
command of the two languages, the original and the recep-
tor, can hardly do a satisfactory job when he translates his
own writing of one into the other. He still has a lot to
learn about the craft, and plenty of practice to do. So far,
translators are considered not as highly professional as
accountants, architects, lawyers, and doctors. Why should
people refer to translators as #7% ? This tends to belittle
them, if not to show contempt. In fact, as eminent a
scholar as Yen Fu B%{# was a translator, so were poets
Alexander Pope and William Cowper. A translator, a quali-
fied and experienced one of course, has to work as hard as
any of the professionals. I just mentioned before he can
become efficient and competent. But those professionals
are dubbed i : € Zt6T - EEEEAN > G1AT - B6RH . Some
are also exalted with & : A fifi» KBS Al They even refer
to themselves as such. Translators are not so fortunate as
barbers, who are called #2282l , or more prestigiously,
27500 , though formerly they were called $ AT , or
M52 . Could translators not be fifi ? FW:EMf ? Or
simply (7 ?

Please don’t think I am being so vain about such a
seemingly trivial matter. What I really would like to say is:
it is time now to do something so that your members will
be recognized as professionals. If lawyers have to repre-
sent all kinds of people in all kinds of cases, translators
have to translate all kinds of documents, ranging from a
Chinese lunar calendar to Einstein’s relativism. I remem-
ber when I translated Vincent Cronin’s The Wise Man
from the West 1 had to restore the original Chinese text
written by Fr Matteo Ricci himself from the English trans-
lation by Cronin. Cronin’s version was from Ricci’s own
translation from the Chinese into imperfect Italian (for
having been in China too long the Jesuit forgot his own
language a little). It required patient search and research,
it was difficult to get the original books for identification,
and it was also difficult to identify passages when books

were borrowed. There are terms current in the Ming
Dynasty, of which we are ignorant. For instance, Fr
Ricci’s passport was not called # . No English-Chinese
dictionary could help. It had to be looked up elsewhere.
Cathay, mentioned by Ricci, was not =[] , or =H .
After much agonizing research I found it equivalent to
#F} , not the ancient country known to us today.

When we translate Dickens, as I am doing his David
Copperfield now, we have to know not only what a
master of the English language he is, but also where he
occasionally is impeachable or even faulty in English as
the Fowler brothers have indicated. The degree of vulgar-
ity, regional dialects, peculiarities of speech and so on, of
his characters, aimost defy translation.

I also remember that a friend of mine took Santayana
for a Japanese, with a sound reason, I would say, for the
editor who quoted Santayana’s words somehow dropped
the first name of the American philosopher. Some one
who knows Japanese helped my friend, and the transla-
tion was =FH# ! I am sure, ladies and gentlemen, you
can add many such incidents to attest how difficult trans-
lation can be.

Translators — Omniscient?

Translators are not omniscient. But they are capable of
using their reference books, consult experts, and refer
their clients to specialists, as all professionals usually are.
There are specialists among you, I know, specialists in
industrial and financial terms, in scientific technology, in
literary criticism, in legal matters, and so on. We should
consult them whenever we ate in doubt. Usually a team is
more competent than an individual. Translation of the
Bible is an example. A translator’s library is something
that should be established as soon as possible.

There had been little formal psychoanalysis before
(Continued on page 2)
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Freud perfected the technique. In England and France
there has been strictly speaking few really qualified sur-
geons before the eighteenth century. It was barbers who
performed surgery as a side line. (Is that why they are
called ¥E5Zffi in China?) But medicine has advanced so
much that today surgeons are as different from barbers as
giraffes are from ostriches. Gone are the days when any-
- body could translate with an English-Chinese dictionary
an inch and a half by an inch, with a smattering of English
but without the ability to write a single Chinese sentence
that is acceptable Chinese. Now translators like you all
have many years of painstaking practice in the art and
science of translation, having grappled with all sorts of
difficult problems. The art and science may still be taking
shape, but they will be gradually perfected in time. I have
read Fr Deeney’s Book List of scholarly tools for his
Extra-mural Advanced Translation Course from Chinese
into English, a formidable one. I don’t think any dentist’s
apparatus could inspire more awe. And I am certain many
of you must have other rare and useful books which I
hope won’t tempt me to disobey the commandment
against stealing. More systematically-written text-books,
better dictionaries for translators, and more comprehensive
encyclopedias in Chinese should be prepared. The task
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before us is gigantic.

Translators — Professionals

Now let me tell you that the public doesn’t like profes-
sionals, especially when we present our bills. They may
object and even suspect that we have taken leave of our
senses. But naturally, the quality of any service of this
kind depends very much on how the mental labour is re-
munerated; When we charge our clients a fee commensur-
able to the cost of our education, the books we’ve pur-
chased, the equipment we use, and the pains we’ve taken,
at least, we should have the conviction and satisfaction
that they are getting their money’s worth.

Lastly, I must add that professionals are jealous of
theit honour and dignity as much as their rights. Bar and
medical associations have, for example, disciplinary
boards, which would disbar their members if the latter’s
ethics or mental competence are found questionable. I
don’t think translators’ societies have need for such a
board, but it is a good thing to keep in mind what the
public expects from professionals. H
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T. C. Lai’s forthcoming book Noble Fragrance (subtitled
Chinese Flowers and Trees) is an anthology of poems,
anecdotes, and essays on the pine, the bamboo, the plum,
the chrysanthemum, the orchid, the lotus, the willow,
- and the lychee. The book is designed as an aid to an
understanding of the symbolic significance of Chinese

Bamboo. LiFangying, 1695-1754

flowers and trees, which is essential to a fuller enjoyment
of Chinese culture, particularly literature and art. Its
visual attraction consists in a large number of paintings
on those subjects. The page below is taken from the
new book .

Inscription by Cheng Hsieh: These two bamboo trunks can be
made into a flute by drilling holes in them. But things are better
without holes than with them. The painter has painted a number
of leaves to shield the trunks in the hope they may be left alone.
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: Not to be seen. Not to be seen.
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