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Remarks by the judges at the awards ceremony: Chinese segment

16 May 2019
(English version)

As the Chinese judges for this year’s competition, Professor Li and I realized two important
things in the process of performing our assessment: one has greatly boosted our confidence as
translators, and the other has served as a useful reminder and helped us become wiser and

stronger in our professional work.

While reading through and evaluating each of the 42 entries, we came to realize how lucky we
translators are — at least, in comparison with the author of the original English text selected for
this year’s contest. Once we receive a text for translation, it is all ours from that point on. We
can proceed however we wish, using it as both a mirror and a source of guidance while it is
lying there on our desk, static, unchangeable and irrevocable — waiting to be explored,
understood and appreciated. If we are not happy with one version of our translation, we change
to another; if we are not happy with one approach or style in our translation, we simply adopt
a different one. The devil lies not just in the details but also in the obsessive refining and
relentless polishing of the text, phrase by phrase and word by word. We have all the energy and
patience we need to improve it and perfect it, until eventually we achieve a totally satisfactory

end product that we are happy with and proud of.

A second reason we think we are in a fortunate position as translators is that our profession
transcends different cultures, traditions and values, allowing us to draw on a broad range of
sources that stretch across borders and boundaries. What is more, since it all boils down to the
target language, we need to find the room to recreate, reshape and adapt the source text when
rendering it into our own language in line with our own cultural signposts and mindset. The
playing field in this respect is vast indeed and depends heavily on the imagination and skills of

the translator.

Here, for instance, the author was quite shocked upon entering Harrods — at what he was seeing

and feeling. He therefore decided to head immediately for the food court, instead of walking
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through the halls where all the luxurious goodies were on display, instinctively aware he could

afford none of them.

In the eyes of the Chinese judges, however, the author is very lucky. Had he seen and felt what
the Chinese translators described for him, all the scenes and the atmosphere, etc. — and, of
course, how smart and beautiful the men and women looked and carried themselves — he would
have simply fainted right there or, instead, turned around and gone straight back home. Why is
that? you may ask. Well, it’s because the descriptions given in Chinese of some of the scenes
and of the author were often significantly more exaggerated or detailed than in the original
English story — but fully in line with what a typical Chinese reader would expect. A single word
— “Kardashians”, for instance — was sometimes rendered, without any hesitation, by an entire

paragraph full of colourful, imaginative descriptions and the desired atmosphere!

As to the useful reminder referred to above, we were again made aware that a translator’s
attention should not focus exclusively on obvious, easy targets to the point of missing other,
crucial aspects of the text. To cite an example here, let’s go back to the author’s adventure at
Harrods and follow him again to the children’s clothing section. He would again take us along
floors covered with carpets that were, in his words, “richer and thicker than the minor royals”.
At this critical juncture, most of the translators leapt upon the easy, usual suspects — the “minor
royals” — and wrestled them to the ground, thinking for sure they had bagged their trophy ...
and they even started to “argue” about who the minor royals actually were. Was the author
talking about underage children? Was the reference to the Queen’s distant relatives? Who,

though, would have imagined that the extended royal family would be the scapegoat here?

In reality, what the author, who was chuckling to himself out on the sidewalk all this time,
wanted to tell us in a very subtle way — with his typical Irish humour and a pair of atypical
English puns: “richer and thicker” — was that the real targets of his disdain were actually the

so-called “upper class” ... those who are “wealthy in life but poor in mind”.

The lesson we have learned here is that the truth and the correct answers in our professional
work — and in life generally — are never as close at hand as one might wish. But the distance in
between can be covered by eyes kept sharp through regular “cleaning” as well as by an

enhanced sense of responsibility and strengthened professional skills.



