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Interview With Mr. Zhao Yizhong

Text/ Zhang Ting

Zhang: Hi, Mr. Zhao, could you please briefly introduce yourself to
Poetry Hall’s readers?

Zhao: I graduated from Qigihar University in the 1960s, majoring in
English. Later I studied at Heilongjiang University and Beijing Second
Foreign Language Institute for two years. I was a deputy director of the
Foreign Affairs Office of Handan City, Hebei Province, a vice chairman of
Handan Municipal Translation Association, a director of the Hebei
Provincial Translation Association, as well as a general manager of the
Municipal Tourism Bureau. I have been an interpreter for a long time. For
example, I was the chief interpreter of the general representative of L&A
Water Treatment Company in Daqing City. As an interpreter for leaders at
minister-, provincial and city-levels, I have visited the United States,
Canada, Japan, the then-Soviet Union, Switzerland, Germany and other
European countries. Currently, I live in Prague, the capital of the Czech
Republic.

Zhang: You have voluntarily devoted your time to translating a number of
Chinese classical poems into English for Poetry Hall. So how do you get to
know the journal?

Zhao: Mr. Xu, the editor-in-chief of Poetry Hall first contacted me on
translating Chinese classical poems into English. He is a very famous
translator and I have read his translations. I truly believe his work has met
the highest translation criteria first proposed by Yan Fu: faithfulness,
expressiveness and elegance. I admire him very much and I am happy to
do the translation work for your journal. I am now also a member of the
Chinese Poetry Association (CPA) . You are committed to publishing a
Chinese and English bilingual paper journal, which is not easy to achieve
and has deeply impressed me. In the current situation where WeChat
becomes so prevalent and mud and sand flow together and good and bad
mingle, your commitment is even more valuable.

Zhang: Thank you, Mr. Zhao. We are very grateful to you. You and many
other translation experts have provided great help and we are deeply
touched. You have translated so many poems, and may I ask you which
poem translation you are the most satisfied with?

Zhao: I am now retired and I enjoy translating Chinese classical poems. I
have translated more than 100 classical poems, some of Shakespeare’s
poems and some Chinese modern poems as well, such as Azi’s “Reading
the Sunlight” and “The Splendid Silk”,Runlong’s "I am Snowflake", Ye
Zhou's "The Motherland", and Yukouzi’s "I live in the hometown of Mole".

Zhang: You have done a lot of interpretations before, and now you are
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wiskey bottle, is it?

doing translations for "Poetry Hall" and other journals. Could you please
compare interpretation and translation?

Zhao: Interpretation focuses on meanings while translation on essence, or
put another way, translation focus on elegance. Interpretation requires
speed, quick response and flexibility. An interpreter needs to accurately
convey the meanings of a conversation. He or she has to do the
interpretation independently, which means that he or she has nobody to
ask for help and no dictionary to refer to. An interpreter has to be flexible
and respond quickly when he or she comes across the difficult issues. In
contrast, a translator needs to have deep understanding, appreciation, and
judgment when he or she conduct translation. A translator can refer to
dictionaries and other relevant materials. In terms of translating poems, a
good translator needs to consider English rhythms, prosody, the number of
syllables and metra. Translation is a process of re-creation, and it requires a
translator to have a high level of general capability.

Zhang: Any example of interpretation from your experience?

Zhao: Sure. I spend most of my time working as an interpreter. I think
that a good interpreter must come from many practices. No doubt that I
have come across many challenging problems that are very difficult to deal
with. The more problems you come across, the more interpretation
experience you will be able accumulate. Through these real practices, an
interpreter can learn more vocabulary, use better idioms, and increase
interpretation quality, and finally become an excellent interpreter. Here, I
would like to share two circumstances under which I have been sweating.
These two examples can also help our readers understand the difficulties
to be an interpreter. Given time constraint, I will share two examples only.

One year I worked as an interpreter for foreign students in Beijing. On a
practice class, the axle was going to roll down. The instructor said
anxiously,”Hurry up; pry, pry it up.” But I don’t know how to translate
“pry” in English. At this critical moment, I suddenly figure it out. I said,
“Stop it; have it up, please!”Luckily, the circumstance was finally under
control. Later around I asked foreign students: “How do you express this
action?” They replied to me: “Pry , pry it up.” So I will never ever forget
the word of “pry” in my life.

Here is another example when I worked at Dagqing city. Once a foreign
expert gave a lecture to our technicians. He said: “We'll erect the two
wiskey bottles tomorrow morning.”l hesitated, and just translated
“whiskey bottles” literally. The technicians all got lost, and so did I. So I
asked him what the whiskey bottle really meant. He said the two wiskey
bottles will be set up tomorrow morning! He looked at the puzzled faces of
mine and other technicians, and laughed: “You see, the prilling Tower is
not like a wiskey bottle, is it?” I suddenly realized that he was making a
joke. But if you simply translate that joke literally, you will make a mistake
and cause confusion. I got sweat but also learned a valuable lesson. There
are a lot of examples like these two, while we do not have time to talk
about the details.

Zhang: These two examples are indeed interesting.
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Zhao: Yes, there is a small trick in interpreting; that is, many nouns can be
used directly as verbs. For example, pen and”Pen the article”, verse and
“verse a poem”, lever and “lever resources”; pry and “pry sth up”; file and
“file sth flat”; flat and “flat sth”; bolt and “bolt sth”. There are many
similar examples, and they can all be used in emergency circumstances.
Some words can also be used when translating classical poems; they are all
monosyllabic, and are easy to use.

Zhang: Yes, Mr. Zhao, well said. Could you please use a poem as an
example to explain how you do translations? Maybe you can share some
tips and tricks to our readers?

Zhao: I have translated many classical poems and also experienced some
detours. Our classical poetry has rhythm. In fact, foreign poetry also has
strict rhythm. At the beginning I didn't know this. I translated classical
poems directly, which can be called literal translation. Later around I used
feminine rhyme. Now I can use both feminine and masculine rhyme
completely. My personal translation process can be summarized into three
processes: from no rhyme to seemingly rhyme, to complete rhyme now.
Put another way, from literal translation to rhyme translation, and then
metric translation. I try to make my translations be faithfulness,
expressiveness and elegance. This is a step-by-step continuous learning
process. Let me use Bai Juyi's poem An Impromptu Poem To Master Heng Ji's
Zen Room as an example.

When I first translated it in 2010, I did a direct translation as follows:

Everyone seems mad to go away for summer heat,
Only the master is not out of Buddhist room.

Not because the Buddhist room is not hot,

He feels cool just because of his calm mind.

And when I did my second translation of it in 2017, I started paying
attention to rhyming. As you can see, this is what I call a process from no
rhyme to seemingly rhyme.

(A quatrain with 10 syllables a line)

All're crazy to go off for summer heat,
Only the Master isn't out of Zen room.
'Tis not because his abode is not hot,

But he is cool just for his mind is calm.

The most recent translation was finished in 2018. I paid a particular
attention to complete rhyming.

(A quatrain with 10 syllables a line and endrhymeA ABB)
For summer heat all's mad to go away,
In the Zen room only Master doth stay.

'Tis not because his abode is much cool,
He isn't hot just for his mind's peaceful.
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Now, away, stay, cool and peaceful are complete rhyme of English. It reads
resonantly.

Here is another example of Wang Wei’s Landscape and Li Bai’s Beginning of
Winter.

The hills are so green when you look from far away,
But you don't hear the river ripple when near you stay.
Spring's over, but the flowers are still blooming here,
When people come to the birds near they do not fear.

By LI Bai (Tang Dynasty)

I'm too lazy to verse for frozen brush and ink,

While warming wine on the stove I've many a drink.
Drunk I see the moonlight on the patterned ink stone,
If the snow's all o'er the village I haven't known.

Zhang: These examples are excellent and I have the same feelings as
yours. I believe that our readers also resonate. As an established translator,
what is the most important thing that you wish to share with our readers?

Zhao: Practice makes born

knowledgeable.

genuine knowledge. Nobody is

Zhang: Thank you so much, Mr. Zhao. I have learned so much from
talking with you. The things I have learned are more than those I can learn
from reading books in ten years. Best wishes to you.

Translated by Zhang Ting /3K 5 %

Zhang Ting

For writer’s profile, please see page 79.
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