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Translator as Commentator:
On the Translator’s Notes by
Woo Kuang Kien

Sharon Tzu-yun Lai

This paper discusses the relation between the translator’s notes written by
Woo Kuang Kien (1867-1943) and the novel commentary tradition in China.
Traditionally, the main form of criticism of Chinese novels and dramas is Pingdian
or Commentary within the text. These commentaries were published within the
novel or drama, so that readers could see both the authot’s and the commentatot’s
views. Interestingly, the translator’s notes by Woo Kuang Kien functioned as
commentaries in traditional novels. Through his notes, Woo criticized the general
style of the authors, explained the backgrounds of some plots and his own translation
strategy, analyzed the use of literary devices, reminded his readers of the crucial
parts, and expressed his own feelings. This paper argues that Woo inherited his
method from well-known commentators such as Jin Shengtan and Rouge Inkstone,
and expressed his views on the contemporary society and literature quite freely.
Woo was then not at all an invisible but a rather “talkative” translator. His translations
are sometimes even richer than the original since readers could read at the same
time both the author and the translator/ commentator.
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commentary tradition
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= : As I walked but slowly, the night wained apace. The labourers of the
day were all retired to rest; the lights were out in every cottage; no
sounds were heard but of the shrilling cock, and the deep-mouthed

watch-dog, at hollow distance. (Chap.22)
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= ¢ “Eh! dear ma’am, to think of your going out in an evening in such
a thin shawl! It’s no better than muslin. At your age, ma’am, you
should be careful.”
“My age!” said Miss Matty, almost speaking crossly, for her, for she
was usually gentle - “My age! Why, how old do you think I am, that
you talk about my age?”(Chap. IV)
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B < In this manner, though I had but six (children), I considered them as

a very valuable present made to my country, and consequently looked

upon it as my debtor. (Chap.1)
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Ja = 1 The Squire would sometimes fall asleep in the most pathetic parts of

my sermon, (Chap. 1)
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Ja = :Forced my brother to draw upon him, and has fallen by my brother’s
sword—like a gentleman. (p. 25)
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= 1Ay, your times were fine times indeed; you have been telling us of

them for many a long year. (Act 1)
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.~ She...evidently pleased to find me so companionable. Before I came
to live here, she commenced - waiting no farther invitation to her

story - I was almost always at Wuthering Heights; (Chap. 4)
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Ja = 1.1 was told that a lady waited, who wished to see me....
I’'m going more and more unequal to the task I have set myself. It is

so cold, so dark, my senses are so benumbed, and the gloom upon

me is so dreadful.

The lady was young.... (p. 33)
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Ju = © The village betook itself to its slumbers and left the small watcher alone

with the silence and the ghosts. (p. 1)
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