ONOMAZEIN

PONTIFICIA UNIVERSIDAD

Journal of linguistics, philology and translation CATOLICA DE CHILE

FACULTAD DE LETRAS

Simplification in subtitling
filmic Beijing Opera

Yilei Yuan
Zhejiang International Studies University
China

Duoxiu Qian

Beihang University
China

ONOMAZEIN 53 (September 2021): 42-60
DOI: 10.7764/0n0mazein.53.04
ISSN: 0718-5758

Yilei Yuan: School of Applied Foreign Languages, Zhejiang International Studies University, China.
| E-mail:yileiyuan@zisu.edu.cn
Duoxiu Qian: School of Foreign Languages, Beihang University, China. | E-mail: gianduoxiu@buaa.edu.cn

5 3 Received: February 2019

Accepted: September 2019

September
2021



ONOMAZEIN 53 (September 2021): 42 - 60

Yilei Yuan and Duoxiu Qian
Simplification in subtitling filmic Beijing Opera 43

In recent years, opera translation and surtitling has become a field of growing popularity in
translation studies. While current research often revolves around operain the western coun-
tries or opera translation for the stage, this paper aims to explore the translation of Beijing
Opera in films. The discussion will draw upon literature on opera translation and surtitles
while examining Beijing Opera. With reference to Raise the Red Lantern (1991), directed by
Zhang Yimou, an internationally acclaimed filmmaker, this paper will focus on the rendition
of Beijing Opera and propose subtitles for an opera sequence in the film. The major finding is
that it is possible to convey the general meaning of the lyrics of Beijing Opera through sim-
plification, i.e. culturally-bound references could be simplified for better understanding. This
is an addition to the existing research on translation from other languages into English and
will have implications for future practices in this domain.

Keywords: opera translation; surtitling; Beijing Opera; subtitling; simplification.



ONOMAZEIN 53 (September 2021): 42 - 60

Yilei Yuan and Duoxiu Qian
Simplification in subtitling filmic Beijing Opera

1. Surtitle and its translation: an introduction

In Europe, during the first half of the twentieth century, opera was predominantly performed
in the vernacular owing to strengthened feelings of national identity by wars, greater under-
standing of the text, engagement and communication (Palmer, 2013: 22). The trend contin-
ued to the 1960s and 1970s (ibid.). In 1983, the Canadian Opera Company allegedly first used
surtitles which were projected onto a screen above the stage (Low, 2002: 97; Bosseaux, 2011
192; Lunden, 2018). It is also stated that the first live titles in an opera house were in Beijing
in 1983, although there are reports of live surtitling in Copenhagen before this date and at
New York City Opera at about the same time (Burton, 2010: 180). According to Bataillon (2017:
626), the era of captioning officially began in July 1996 at the Municipal Theatre of Avignon.
Inrecentyears, performing operainasource language (SL) orin any audience’s language has
been a major discussion topic in the literature of translation studies. Nisato (1999, quoted in
Orero & Matamala, 2007: 262) summarises three possibilities in opera performance, including
performing itin the original language and providing either a synopsis or translated libretto,
performing in the original language and giving surtitles, or performing a sung translation of
the work. Among these, surtitling, specifically, can beacomplexinterlingual transfer between
different cultures and between oral and written words (Griesel, 2009: 122). Surtitling can also
be defined as ‘written, additive, immediate, synchronous and polymedial translation’ (Gott-
lieb, 1997, quoted in Mateo, 2007: 136) and, like other audiovisual translation types, stems from
areception necessity (Mateo, 2007: 136). It is about rendering an audiovisual text, a semiotic
composition with various semiotic systems operating simultaneously through both visual
and acoustic channels in verbal and non-verbal codes (Redzioch-Korkuz, 2018: 226).

1.1. Surtitles as a form of opera translation

Surtitles were first created as target texts (TT) to facilitate comprehension of the opera’s plot
with a very discrete presence at the theatre, which were never meant to replace the source
text (ST), but to complement it (Mateo, 2007: 137). However, according to Christiansen (2005),
surtitles are only a reasonable compromise to an impossible dilemma but not a solution:

Surtitles aren’t marvels. | hate, for instance, their inability to synchronise with the words coming
out of the singers’ mouths, often creating disconcerting time lapses. They also present problems
of literalism: should they relay every word, or should they précis?

Surtitles distract attention from the stage and tend to appear ugly and jar visually (Palmer,
2013: 24). Despite all the flaws and challenges, surtitled opera has become more popular
since a few years ago, perhaps because it is cheaper than singable translations (Mateo,
2007: 141). In opera houses nowadays, various surtitling systems are currently in use, al-
though without an internationally agreed “standard” system (Burton, 2010: 180-181). Titles
can beprojected onscreen either from slides or electronically via a digital projector, or with
presentation software such as PowerPoint (ibid.). Various types of LED screens are provided
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in different venues, some with brightness, fading and colour options adjustable (ibid.). Fur-
thermore, PowerPoint has particularly corrected the rigidity of earlier computer systems
for specifics such as the number of lines per title and of characters per line, and the conven-
tions of punctuation marksin each language (Mateo, 2007: 143). Torticoliis a kind of surtitle
software that can process both TXT and WORD documents; compatible with LED panels and
video projectors, it can produce fourlines on a central screen or split them for side screens
(Bataillon etal, 2016: 47). Opus, developed from Torticoli, can detect, forinstance, long lines
of titles and offsetting, and display the ST and the TT side by side (Bataillon, 2017: 628, 631).
Furthermore, seatback screens powered by Met Titles, which is developed by the New York
Metropolitan Opera, have become common in some countries, too. Met Titles, a custom-de-
signed system for simultaneous translation, provide titles in English, Spanish, German and
Italian (The Metropolitan Opera, 2019). In the future, multimedia glasses that can screen
captions may also be introduced in opera houses.

If the technological aspect of surtitling is visible, the reality and the profession of it might
not be. The translator of the libretto who provides the translated text and the surtitler who
cuessurtitlesduring the performance can be two different professions (Desblache, 2019:326).
Undoubtedly, theatres in different countries more or less operate differently. According to
Bataillon (2017: 632), in live surtitling, a variety of decisions are often involved with regard
to the form, location and rhythm of surtitles, all of which need to be discussed with the di-
rector, possibly before the performance. To work with modern software such as Opus, sur-
title writing and play text cutting require meticulous operation, making the cost rise (ibid.),
which is somewhat against the purpose of budgeting. Time invested into surtitling might be
deemed disproportionate, too; one performance for only a few nights sometimes requests
two months’ surtitle preparation (ibid.).

1.2. Surtitle translation in practice

Although surtitles are increasingly acceptable in various parts of the world, the translation
of them seems to be eternally doubted and the challenges in this task unquestionable. To
Richard Wagner (1813-1883), the greatest musico-dramatic genius of his time, the manifold
sins committed against the world-music synthesis and the trials and tribulations suffered
by opera translators proficient in language yet ignorant of music have been the target of
bitter criticism (Gorlée, 1996: 407). More specifically, to Mackerras (1991, quoted in Griesel,
2009: 124), although it will never be sung, the translation of librettos into surtitles may have to
meet the requirements of singableness and should guarantee a fast reception, which consists
of simple sentence structures and form complete unities. Furthermore, the words to which
composers set music are crucially important too, especially in opera, where the words are an
intrinsic element (Dewolf, 2001: 182). This is not only in the expression of the meaning sung,
but of the dramatic action,and not only the words, but syllables, inflections, accents, rise, fall
and emphasis (ibid.). By contrast, Pridmore-Franz (2015: 64-65) argues that a dichotomy lies be-
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tween two possibilities of surtitling, to preserve the cultural, linguistic and artistic elements
of the ST at the cost of other semiotic aspects of an opera, or to prioritise representation by
reducing the ST. Page (2013: 44) also maintains that, compared to the transfer of meaning, the
transmission of form, delivery and style is not as paramount.

On the other hand, the integration of music and librettos in opera also resultsin the question
of what the ST is for surtitling and opera translation. Virkkunen (2004: 95) maintains that the
STshould beacomplete stage performance rather than the libretto per se,aswords are insep-
arable from music with regard to an opera. Operas as audiovisual texts are not autonomous
entities but have to be interpreted in the multisemiotic complex, the production of which
is marked by the need for efficiency and for coherence and synchronisation with all other
elements (Mateo, 2007: 135-136). Therefore, when translating a songin an opera, a multimodal
analysisisessential where verbal, non-verbal, visual and auditory signs are taken into account
altogether, and the text or libretto as well as the context or other semiotic modes have to be
both considered (Bosseaux, 2011: 193). Also, consulting the original source works may be help-
ful,according to professional opera surtitlers (Burton, 2010: 183; Palmer, 2013: 27), as many op-
eralibrettos are based on existing plays or novels, though the original may not existanymore.
The motivations or relationships of the characters may be clearer in the source work than
in the libretto set by the composer, making an understanding of the historical background
conducive to the translator’s task and the audience’s comprehension (Burton, 2010: 183).

However, some surtitlers might have taken their tasks too far. In Francophone Canada, cases
of playful surtitles appeared, which consisted of a string of symbols or awarning that no sur-
titles would be provided for the oncoming stage speeches (Ladouceur, 2013: 355-356). Ladou-
ceur (2013:357) contends that the playful surtitles are able to create new messages, through
the translator’s voice speaking directly to the audience through critical or ironic comments
on the performance. This seems to oppose the ultimate purpose of adopting surtitles, which
is to facilitate communication between performers and audiences without causing unneces-
sary distraction. Asurtitled performance should be assessed in regard toits usability, accessi-
bility or relevance, which means unobtrusiveness and the necessity to make the performance
intelligible is the intrinsic goal of surtitling (Redzioch-Korkuz, 2018: 223).

The expectation of surtitles to be unobtrusive makes surtitling a “dangerous” practice, where-
as the seemingly precariousness is complicated by a human factor, i.e. the behaviour of per-
formers, or incidental mistakes that could be made during a performance (Redzioch-Korkuz,
2018: 221). A certain degree of improvisation can also occur, while a play can be changed in
the last minute (Scorcia, 2018: 183). This means surtitles are prone to changes even after the
play has been performed (Oncins, 2013: 58).

Either for surtitlers’ creative experimentation or foractors’improvisation, surtitling is replete
with solutions as well as challenges. Two of the previously mentioned difficulties are how to



ONOMAZEIN 53 (September 2021): 42 - 60

Yilei Yuan and Duoxiu Qian
Simplification in subtitling filmic Beijing Opera

balance music and words and how to prioritise meaning over style. The truth is that retain-
ing the meaning, the culture and the style all at once should be undoubtedly challenging,
if not impossible at all. Even if the singing speed allows a surtitle more time, space can still
be a constraint. Also, audiences are always varied, some of whom may be bilingual and find
surtitles unsightly or distracting. Others can be monolingual and in great need of surtitles,
hoping them to be concise and faithfully translated. After all, surtitles are an aid to guarantee
accessibility to a wider audience but are distinct from the performance itself. Because of the
impossibility of assisting everyone, surtitles merely need to be briefly and directly translated
and return audiences to the stage, instead of “stealing the show”.

Given that every performance can be different from the day before or after due to improvisa-
tion, rhythm or mistakes, filming itand providing subtitles can eradicate uncertainties of the
ST. An operatic film, surely a different experience, can reach a larger audience while keeping
arecordof the art, whichis similar to musicals or theatre on TV. One subtitler will be needed
instead of a translator of the libretto and a surtitler. In recent years, China has started to film
Beijing Opera with English closed captioning, some in 3D too.

After summarising the existence and translation of surtitles, we will provide a summary of
research on Beijing Opera and its translation in the following part.

2. Beijing Opera

In 1985, a crew of Jingju (Beijing Opera) Theater Company of Beijing travelled to Warsaw and
London to perform a Beijing Opera entitled =38 =% (san da tao san chdn) or Three Com-
bats with Sanchun Tao (the authors’ translation) (Wang, 1985). When the crew expressed their
wish to provide subtitles for their performance at a theatre festival in London, the organisers
denied it, even after rounds of communication (ibid.,, cf. Mateo, 2007: 138). Interestingly, the
London audience, without any translation, laughed, nodded, applauded as the performance
progressed, and even compared it with Shakespearian comedies and those of Charlie Chap-

lin’s (Wang, 1985).

Literally speaking, “Beijing Opera” means ‘the opera of Beijing’, which explains why it is also
referred to as “Peking Opera”. “Peking” is the former Wade-Giles Romanisation of the name of
this capital city, whereas “Beijing” is the Pinyin spelling used in China nowadays to demon-
strate the Mandarin pronunciation of Chinese characters. Beijing Opera, which fully devel-
oped in the eighteenth century, became well received in the nineteenth century (Guo, 2012:
51). Combining music, vocalisation, impersonation, dancing and acrobatics, it is the most
representative and influential Chinese Opera (ibid.). It boasts of four major types of roles, &
(shéng, male), B (dan, female), /% (jing, painted-face) and # (chdu, comedian), while each type
has sub-types (ibid.: 52).
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2.1. The translation of Beijing Opera

s 2

By drawing upon his experiences in translating Z55 55 #i1% (7 [l wéng qu hua) or Li Yu's Essays
on Classical Drama, Zhu (2006: 48) summarises four steps for the translation of Chinese clas-
sics, which may also be applicable in Beijing Opera translation:

1. ldentify the significance of the ST in the source culture.
2. Know if the ST has been translated into the target language (TL) before.
3. Research the ST extensively and perform an intralingual translation if necessary.

4. Choose the translation norm for this ST while retaining flexibility. (The authors’
translation).

Step 4 is presumably the central one, to identify the norm. Bassnett (2002 [1980]: 124) con-
siders a theatre text to be read as something incomplete rather than a fully rounded unit,
sinceits full potential can only be realised in performance. She states that linguistics may be
treated with lower significance in favour of performability-related structures, if necessary
(ibid.: 126). Consequently the task of the translator is to determine what those structures are
and to translate theminto the TL, “even though this may lead to major shifts on the linguistic
and stylistic planes” (ibid.). However, Bassnett (1998: 95) later also expresses a deep doubt on
the term “performability”, as there lacks a clear definition of what that is. There also exists a
whole range of different ways of reading a playtext (ibid.).

Unfortunately, performability may prove to be an inapplicable norm to evaluate the quality
of translated Chinese Opera; the reason is fivefold.

1. The wide existence of closet drama or ‘desktop opera’ in Chinese literally (83k3¥, an
tou xi), scripts that are primarily for reading purposes. To glorify performability is part-
ly to discriminate the reading purposes of opera.

2. The variety of singing styles and dialects and the loan of stories between different
operas. Performability is considered vague for the specificities of Chinese Opera.

3. Thelong history of independence from scripts and reliance on actors’ creativity.

4. The lack of experts on both translation and direction.

5. Therelatively low chances for translated opera to be re-performed (Cao, 2015: 4-6). (Ed-
ited and translated by the authors).

To create a performable opera translation, many culturally-bound elements will be ines-
capably domesticated. Adomesticated translation of a Beijing Opera textis inclined to lose
elements thatare crucial to operas listed as World Intangible Cultural Heritage (Cao, 2011a:
146). Nonetheless, to promote international awareness of the art is Chinese translators’
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purpose in translating opera, which makes the first and foremost norm of this task one
thatretains the classicalness and authenticity (ibid.: 148). In comparison, the translation of
western sinologists such as Elizabeth Ann Wichmann tends to replace, recreate, adapt, add
oromit parts with the view to producing texts that meet the requirements of re-performing
(Cao, 2011a: 148; 2011b: 159; 2015: 130). In this type of translation, the translator replacing
the ST element with an assumed TL equivalent, between whichever language pair, might be
regarded as twisting the ST, which is apt to cause misinterpretation (Cao, 2011b: 160). There-
fore, Cao (2011a: 148) argues that the translator is advised to do their utmost to preserve
the poetic and aesthetic in Chinese Opera, as well as salutation vocabulary, puns, specific
terms, slang, proverbs and allusions.

However, in transferring different roles of Beijing Opera into English, Zhang(2013: 41) empha-
sises the importance to domesticate, which is exemplified by &4 (ging yi, literally ‘black cos-
tume’), which often refers toa married woman, youthful or middle-aged. This role, frequently
characterised as virtuous, involves much singing while the actor’s body movement is slow
and gentle. Therefore, Zhang expresses preference for “virtuous lady” that facilitates effec-
tive communication. Yet, mistakes have been made owing to the lack of English knowledge
in this translation process (Guo, 2012: 53). For instance, {E B (hua dan, literally ‘flowery girl’), a
young, cheerful woman, was once translated as ‘flirtatious girl’ or ‘coquette female character’
(ibid.). Moreover, certain superficial translations do not promote understanding of the char-
acteristics of a role either. ZI4 (hdng shéng), literally meaning ‘red male’, is known for a face
paintedred thatrepresentsrighteousness and integrity (ibid.). If translated verbatim, this role
might be interpreted as a symbol of threat and irritability instead.

2.2. The challenges and limitations of Beijing Opera subtitling

The international promotion of Beijing Opera largely relies on the following methods: per-
forming it in Chinese or showing it as a film with subtitles or not, showing it with English
dubbing, or performingitin a foreign language (Cao, 2011b: 161; Xiao & Xiong, 2016: 169-170).
Subtitling which is cost-effective and less interfering is deemed as the future of the transla-
tion of Beijing Opera (Cao, 2011b: 161). At the National Centre for the Performance Arts (NCPA)
in Beijing, screens display three lines of subtitles, 26 English characters maximum on each
line (Dong, 2017: 134). In fact, the length of the surtitle screen is roughly 1/3 of that of the
stagein the biggest theatre at NCPA, which is not particularly large for audiences at the back
or upstairs. Moreover, based on the authors’ recent survey among major opera houses and
theatresin Beijing and Shanghai, no seatback surtitling devices are installed. English surtitles
arerarely provided in the surveyed venues, let alone in other non-Chinese languages, which
indicates very few Chinese opera houses employ surtitlers or translators in general. Only Chi-
nese surtitles which are mostly prepared before performances are sometimes projected on
the screen(s), with the rhythm adjusted to the performance.
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The late senior Beijing Opera artist Shihai Yuan (1919-2002) held a negative view against sub-
titles projected on the screens on the two sides of the stage, believing that the audience
is distracted from actors’ performance and also blaming some actors’ poor diction (Huang,
2002).Jingju Theater Company of Beijing once investigated international viewers’ experiences
with subtitles. Some complained that the English subtitles could roughly convey the general
structure of the plotline and meaning of the lyrics and stage speeches, but failed to express
the profundity of Beijing Opera, not to mention representing its poetics (Ye, 2009). The au-
thors have also learned in a small-scale survey that although non-Chinese viewers may find
some subtitles long and the poetic language rare, the plotline is fairly clear. This means that
although subtitles are not flawless, undeniably, they can still fulfil the very basic function of
reproducing the story in the TL.

Despite the alleged significance of subtitling for Beijing Opera translation, this practice is
faced with limitations. A frequently mentioned specificity in subtitling is the spatial-tempo-
ral constraints. Beijing Opera singing shows unique rhythm and tone as well as acting. While
its rhythm can be incredibly fast, it can linger on the same note for a few seconds, which is
much slower than normal speeches. Accordingly, the subtitles of Beijing Operain a film might
be reasonably longer, or a single line of lyrics might be translated into two lines of subtitles.
Ye (2009) also suggests adopting the same vowel in English if the source one is the slow type
(HERZ, tud giang, literally ‘prolonged tone’). As a matter of fact, subtitling Beijing Opera for a
film chiefly consists in translating the lyrics, which are, in many cases, abundant with histor-
ical, cultural and literary allusions and also allude to images of nature (Yeung, 2009: 225). Nor-
mally a maximum of two lines of subtitles appear on the screen of a film at one time, making
it difficult to elaborate all the references within one or two lines of space. Hence, according
to Yeung (ibid.: 226), “images that can evoke the most intense physical sensation” should be
placed higher on the hierarchy concerned.

2.3. An issue of Beijing Opera subtitling in China

Objectively speaking, traditional Chinese Opera, due to the gap between the time of creation
and translation, constitutes a remarkable challenge, which can request intralingual trans-
lation. This has been confirmed by Beijing Opera translators like Jianjun Li (Ye, 2009). Having
noticed their lack of foreign language experts, Beijing Opera houses in China have hoped to
train actors and other employees into translators (ibid.), but most houses still do not have
full-time translatorsin thisera. When itis necessary to translate the operas, university foreign
language teachers will be approached to accomplish the task (ibid.). This still seems to be the
case of the subtitling of some recent Beijing Opera films. Occasionally only subtitle supervi-
sorsinstead of subtitlers are credited in those films.

It may also be worth mentioning that Beijing Opera programmes on Chinese TV channels are
often presented in the form of current actors performing all the acting, including lip-synch-
ing, dubbed with recordings of late renowned artists. This presentation method is named
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BES1& (yin péi xiang), literally meaning ‘image matched with sound’. These programmes are
equipped with Chinese subtitles in aid of audiences’ interpretation and with explanations
of vital moments in a smaller font running from right to left above subtitles. Because the
dubbings or recordings date from decades or even a hundred years ago, laughter from the
amused audience back then is often audible. In the following section, we will attempt to
provide subtitles for a Beijing Opera sequence in Raise the Red Lantern (1991) while briefly
examining the image and sound.

3. Subtitling filmic Beijing Opera {E|l## = (yu béi ting) / Yubei Pavilion as a
case study

Beijing Opera, as asignificant form of entertainment for centuries, is also a national treasure
that combines various aspects from traditional Chinese civilisation. It is a purpose-carrying
element thatinternationally acclaimed filmmaker Zhang Yimou has involved in his Raise the
Red Lantern, a film about patriarchal and Confucian hierarchy and oppression in traditional
Chinese families. The film is adapted from Su Tong’s novel /L2 (1991) (g7 gié chéng qun,
Wives and Concubines), setin the 1920s. The major plotis this: Songlian, a 19-year-old college
student, has to quit studying and marry arich but much older man under the pressure of her
stepmother. As she enters her new home as the fourth wife, she becomes aware of the vicious
competition among the wives to win their husband’s favour. To secure permanent care from
the husband, Songlian pretends to be pregnant, only to be exposed by her maid and second
wife Zhuoyun. The distraught and drunken Songlian unintentionally tells of third wife Meis-
han’s affair with the family doctor to Zhuoyun, which soon causes Meishan to be hanged ac-
cording to the family rule. The guilt from the incident and the patriarchal suffocation renders
Songlian insane within a year, while the husband marries his fifth wife.

3.1. The visual and acoustic representation of Yubei Pavilion

Zhang Yimou took advantage of Meishan’s profession as a Beijing Opera actor and inserted
several opera sequences. Different scenes portray different wives’ distinct moods and feel-
ings. Some show Meishan in Beijing Opera costumes, singing in person, while others are ei-
ther heard by Songlian from afar or played on a gramophone. The portrayal of her singing
in person is beautiful, although she is not wearing the elaborate makeup or full accessories
in a formal performance (see Figure 1). Her voice, posture, movement and demeanour can
reach the audience through the visual and acoustic channels. Nevertheless, the Beijing Opera
singing was not subtitled in different online or DVD versions of the film. For this, we presume
three reasons. Firstly, all of the opera scenes last about one minute. Secondly, the subtitler
might have assumed the meaning of the lyrics is not vital to the audience. Thirdly, subtitling
an operais more intricate than coping with normal dialogue. In the next section, we will ex-
pound the Chinese cultural specificities in one of the Beijing Opera sequences and provide a
translation of the lyrics.
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FIGURE 1

Meishan sings at her courtyard

As aforementioned, Beijing Operais a purpose-carrying elementin Raise the Red Lantern.
Skopos, or ‘purpose’ in Greek, was introduced into translation theory in the 1970s by Ver-
meer (1930-2010) to denote the purpose of a translation and of the action of translating
(Munday, 2016: 126). Any action, before it commences, is preceded by an aim, or has prior
expectations (Reild & Vermeer, 2014 [1984]: 85). As an interactive action between the action
taker and therecipient, translation is successful if its purpose is achieved no matter how
the process takes place (ibid.: 89). The paths that are taken and the strategies that are
adopted are all to win a specific outcome or to serve to reach the target that was deter-
mined at the very beginning of the entire process. At the beginning of decision-making
or setting the skopos, the target audience has to be assessed and certain aspects of the
ST also have to be reconsidered (ibid.: 91). Like an action of translating, the filmmaker’s
decision to include this art form also demonstrates his purposes. Singing Beijing Opera
in Raise the Red Lantern is not only a way for the third wife Meishan to cope with her
boredom, to attract her husband, but also displays the filmmaker’s aim to manifest the
wives’ emotion and, more importantly, to present the art of Beijing Opera to audiences
at home and abroad.

After Songlian has Meishan murdered indirectly, she feels guilty and regretful and goes to
her room and plays a recording of her previous performance on a gramophone. The lyrics
are as follows:

)
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TABLE 1

Lyrics and the authors’ translation

MANDARIN

TRANSCRIPTION PINYIN TRANSLATION

BN BHEST zl you fu mii jido shéng yang Parents spoiled me for long.
BETHEES ying ying shi wi jia wang chang At 151 married Wang Chang.
BRFHAEE ji du shisha ba s liang You read but don’t use your mind,
WMERMEHMBEND  nd gI'shi lid xd jit sui féng yang imagine I go wild like cotton in wind.

Storms hard to predict, people

RN A X2 féng yiinan cé rén nan liang hard to understand

LEESCPN=IED an shi hé bi ri yué guang No sunlight shines through a dark house.
FRREITROE yin méu du ji liang xin sang Heartless husband lost his conscience.
RPBIFLER AT Xid shd hdo bi sha rén chang Divorce paper made one hopeless.
FHEM R —18 shéu mé xiong tang xiang yi xiang — Look into yourself, think it over.

T X EREEIRR wu yi de wang kui bi ni gidng Immoral Wang Kui is better than you are!

This piece is from fEIA& = (yu béi ting, Yubei Pavilion), but is edited and the rhythm is quick-
ened. The story goes as young wife Yuehua Meng shelters from rain at Yubei Pavilion on
her way home. Later, a young scholar Shengchun Liu also stops by the pavilion, but politely
stands outside without disturbing Meng. Sadly, when Meng’s husband Wang hears of the two
“sharing” the same pavilion, he suspects Meng has cheated on him and divorces her with a
scheme. The piece which demonstrates Meng being resentful and heart-broken when her
husband begs for forgiveness conspicuously correlates with Meishan being found unfaithful
in the film.

In this sequence, Beijing Opera begins to play in Meishan’s room. As she has been killed and
her room shut and lanterns covered up, servants reckon that it is Meishan’s ghost singing.
When they enter the room, the eerie red light of all the lanterns and massive Beijing Opera
masks make them more scared and run out (see Figure 2). Then the camera returns to her
room and finds Songlian blowing off a lighter. A long shot focuses on Meishan’s bed, while
all the lanterns on the tables and on the ceiling draw our attention again. The costume on
the far side of the room is even placed in the shape of a dummy person. Then the camera
moves outside to the yard but slowly zooms back in through the door of the room, and finally
closes up on Songlian’s face, which looks young and beautiful but numb and expressionless.

1 Malianliang’s version was produced in around 1931.
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The visual effect, such as the eerie red light in the room, can be associated with the lyric “No
sunlight shines through a dark house”. Meanwhile, the sound effect renders Meishan’s solo
like a chorus, which expresses the fury and protestin the lyrics more evidently, as if multiple
singers are voicing the two women’s feelings.

FIGURE 2

The red lanterns in Meishan’s room are lit again

3.2. Analysis of the lyrics and the strategy in translating them

Asismanifested in the story of Yubei Pavilion,during the last two centuries, Beijing Opera has
absorbed and reflected traditional values (Guo, 2012: 52). Confucianism and Daoism, two lead-
ing sources of Chinese values and thoughts in thousands of years, have infiltrated literature
and artworks as well as Beijing Opera (ibid.). Patriotism, righteousness, diligence and honesty
have become Chinese people’s ideal virtues, which are reflected in Beijing Opera (ibid.). In
ancient China, women had to keep a distance from men in general. The Confucian classic 2
¥ (meéng zi, Mencius) advocated “BLEZAR3E”, which means men and women should not
give or receive things in their own hands. In the opera, “@ S 2L FMEXZ” literally means
‘I am not catkins that go wild with wind”. “MI£8” (liii xu) is catkins, the cotton-like flowers of
willow trees, which are easily blown away by the wind, which metaphorically indicates wom-
en’s changeability and easy virtue. The next lines “ XUFRMEN A M S, BE= I H BYE” (Storms
hard to predict, people hard to understand. No sunlight shines through a dark house) literally
imply that a husband can be as unpredictable as the weather and can lose his trust easily.
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When proposing subtitles for this piece, simplification, one of the “universals of translation”
(Baker, 1993: 243), is hard to avoid. The postulated universals of translation are ‘features that
typically occurin translated texts rather than original utterances and which are not the re-
sultofinterference from specific linguistic systems’(ibid.). Based on corpus research, trans-
lated texts between various language pairs are often proved to show a tendency towards
simplification, the evidence of which includes more precise identification, simpler syntax,
less lexical variety, lower lexical density and more use of high-frequency items (Vanderau-
wera, 1985, quoted in ibid,; Laviosa-Braithwaite, 1996, quoted in Chesterman, 2004: 8; Xiao,
2010: 29). Thus, simplification can be avalid translation strategy in coping with transferring
Beijing Operainto English. Take “® &+ 3" (ying ying shi wi) as an example. “B&&” generally
has three meanings, clear (water), elegant (gait) and poor digestion (Sources of rhetoric
Editorial Team & The Commercial Press Editorial Board, 1987: 2185; Ocean of rhetoric Ed-
itorial Board, 1999: 4791). It contextually refers to Meng’s beauty and elegance when she
getsmarried at the age of 15. As the opera has not been subtitled in the referenced version,
all references end up being domesticated and omitted. Subtitle readers can only observe
the visuality while endeavouring to imagine the meaning of the lyrics by interactive and
dynamic film-watching. Even if &+ 7% were translated, it might have to be reduced into
“atthe age 15”. As the opera voices fury and is sung fast, the sentence structures of English
subtitles may also have to be simplified with functional and grammatical words omitted as
in Yeung’s (2009: 225) suggestion.

Although simplification is essential, audiences can still benefit from simplified subtitles,
which are more helpful than complete omission, as they can correlate the image, sound and
plot context more thoroughly. As Matamala and Remael (2014: 4) mention, film audiences
receive both visual and aural input which is integrated into their previous world and filmic
knowledge and mental representations in constructing the filmic story in their minds. After
all, lyrics do not constitute the sole source of information in such a viewing experience. As
an opera is a multimodal entity (Bosseaux, 2011: 193), subtitle readers’ dynamic film-watch-
ing enables them to receive visual and acoustic information from film characters’ acting as
well as singing. Occasionally non-verbal information, such as body language, compensates
for certain verbal information which is lost in translation (Yuan, 2018: 148). Yet, compared to
simplification, completely omitting a Beijing Opera leads to the loss of all the cultural partic-
ularities, which is not the best solution.

The strategy of simplification, which isinescapablein the subtitling of Yubei Pavilion, can also
be juxtaposed with contemplation on “Skopos”. Low (2002: 109) argues that the best approach
for devising opera surtitles is based on Skopos, i.e, “the specific purpose and function of the
TT (target text) must govern the decisions taken” A translational action does not only focus
on linguistics, butis rathera cultural transfer process thatincludes a linguistic transfer (Reil3
& Vermeer, 2014 [1984]: 113). In @ multisemiotic complex such as Beijing Opera, words are
not the sole ST to be translated, but the visual, acoustic and cultural are not to be excluded.
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Strictly speaking, any element loss causes a translational action to fail, but simplification
which preserves to some extent the intercommunication between the operatic semiotics,
still has its own merits. The strategy of simplification is not only essential in subtitling filmic
Beijing Opera but also surtitling opera in general due to the multisemiotic characteristic of
the operatic art form and the skopos to provide unobtrusive surtitles.

4. Conclusion

Existing research in opera translation primarily concentrates on operas in the western
countries and opera translation for the stage. In comparison, this paper, by taking Beijing
Opera and a sequence in Zhang Yimou’s Raise the Red Lantern as an example, has re-ex-
amined the practice of opera translation and surtitling. In the process, by attempting to
translate one of the opera scenes, we analysed Beijing Opera subtitling in a film. It can be
seen thatsimplificationisanindispensable strategy initsrendition owingto the prevalent
existence of Chinese allusions, idioms, proverbs and other specific elements. Although par-
ticular cultural specificities may not survive the process of translation, translating Beijing
Opera displays a respectful attitude to the filmmaker’s decision to include it as well as to

its actors and creators.

This study, due to space limit, has analysed Beijing Opera singingin only one of the sequences
in the film. This film also encompasses other Beijing Opera sequences which could be exam-
ined and translated. Moreover, other films have been made in recent years which also show-
case Beijing Opera singing. Research on those films will unquestionably enrich the literature
on the translation of Beijing Opera. Another limitation is that this study is solely based on
qualitative analysis. Thus, it will be more fruitful to build a corpus of the ST of Beijing Opera
lyrics and a comparative corpus of the back-translation of English subtitles in order to com-
pare the two corpora to find the differences and seek for answers for such disparities.

In the past few decades, at least 50 Beijing Opera-related films have been made, some of which
are deliberately made for international audiences to showcase this art form. Thus, it will be
beneficial to investigate how culturally-bound references have been rendered into Englishin
those films, maybe through corpus research. In the future, as is predicted by Low (2002: 109),
there may be more and more opera houses with titles for international viewers; maybe every
viewer will have access to a screen for titles in front of them which can also be switched on
or off by choice and with titles in various foreign languages.
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7. Glossary

=+ Mencius

BLIRS A Men and women should not give or receive things in their own hands.

NS 2MERFHEXZ: | am not catkins that go wild with wind.

MIZR: catkins

XM A S, BE = a0 B B¢ Storms hard to predict, people hard to understand. No sun-
light shines through a dark house.

BB clear (water); elegant (gait); poor digestion

+ 3 fiveteen
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