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Abstract
The literary tradition of Early China represents the intangible cultural heritage of one
of the world’s oldest continuous civilizations. From 2010 to 2020, English translations
of Chinese texts from the pre-Qin through Han period (c. 21st century BCE–220 CE)
were published in unprecedented numbers, from works of philosophy and military
treatises, to historical and medical sources, and unearthed documents. By surveying
these translations, the author identifies their significance, how they were published,
and which types of texts were more frequently translated than others. An analysis of
overlooked and untranslated texts of the period is also provided. This is followed by a
discussion of how translational purpose, philological basis, structural features,
interpretative approach, and the handling of key lexical items can contribute to a
successful translation. Lastly, a bibliography of English translations of Chinese texts
from the pre-Qin through Han period published from 2010 to 2020 is included in the
Appendix, which may be helpful for researchers searching for English translations of
particular texts.
Keywords: ancient Chinese texts, Chinese-English translation, premodern text
translation, publishing trends, quality assurance
1. Introduction
Between 2010 to 2020, the field of premodern Chinese text translation witnessed
unprecedented growth1. Over one hundred English translations of Chinese texts from
the Pre-Qin through Han period2 were published during this decade in regions around
the world. This paper aims to review the publishing trends of these translations and,
more broadly, how quality assurance of premodern Chinese text translation projects
might be realized. It is hoped that such a discussion will assist future premodern text
translators with their work in producing high-quality translations of premodern Chinese
texts and enlighten them of the current state of Chinese premodern text translation as
a global field.
1.2 Translations collected in this study

1

This article is focused primarily on premodern Chinese text translation as a product. For a discussion
on premodern text translation as a process—and emerging interdiscipline—see Fordham (2020).
2
This period covers the earliest records of ancient Chinese history right up until the fall of the Han
dynasty in 220 CE. It is also known as Early China.

For texts from the pre-Qin through Han period alone 3 , the author collected 145
published translations, including 24 first complete translations into English4 of:
•
•

•
•
•

•

Philosophical texts, including the Jiaoshi Yilin (Master Jiao's Forest of
Changes), Shizi (The Writings of Master Shi), Heguanzi (The Pheasant Cap
Master), and Yinwenzi (The Writings of Master Yin Wen);
Historical texts, including the Chunqiu Sanzhuan (The Three Canonized
Commentaries of the Spring and Autumn Annals)5, Yanzi Chunqiu (The Spring
and Autumn Annals of Master Yan), Yuejueshu (Lost Records of the State of
Yue), and Lienü Zhuan (Biographies of Exemplary Women);
Political philosophy texts, including the Huainanzi (The Writings of the Huainan
Masters, Xinyu (New Discourses), Chunqiu Fanlu (Luxuriant Gems of the
Spring and Autumn), and Fayan (Exemplary Figures);
Medical texts, including the Jingui Yaolüe (Essential Prescriptions of the
Golden Cabinet), and Shennong Bencao Jing (Divine Farmer's Classic of
Materia Medica);
Excavated texts, including the Guodian Chujian (Guodian Chu Slips),
Qinghuajian (Tsinghua Bamboo Slips), Yinxu Jiagu (Oracle Bone Inscriptions
from the Yin Ruins), Yuelu Qinjian (Yuelu Qin Slips) and Zhangjiashan Hanjian
(Zhangjiashan Han Slips); and
The technological text Zhouli Kaogongji (The Artificers' Record Chapter of the
Rites of Zhou).

Also in this list are 121 new English translations. This includes multiple translations of:
•

•
•
•
•

3

Philosophical texts, including the Lunyu (The Analects of Confucius), Mengzi
(The Mencius), Yijing (The I Ching) or the Zhouyi (The Chou I), Zhouyi
Cantongqi (The Seal of the Unity of the Three), Laozi Daodejing (The Lao Tzu,
The Tao Te Ching), Zhuangzi (The Chuang Tzu), and Mozi (The Writings of
Master Mo);
Military texts, including the Sunzi Bingfa (The Art of War), and Sanshiliu Ji (The
Thirty-Six Stratagems);
Historical texts, including the Shangshu (The Book of Documents), and
selected translations of the Shiji (The Grand Scribe’s Records) and Hanshu
(The History of the Former Han);
Political philosophy texts, including the Shangjunshu (The Book of Lord Shang),
and Guiguzi (The Master of the Ghost Valley);
The medical text Huangdi Neijing Lingshu (The Spiritual Pivot Part of the Inner
Classic of the Yellow Thearch); and

English translations of post-Han texts such as Buddhist scriptures, poetry of the Tang and Song, Yuan
dramas, and novels of the Ming and Qing are also continuously being published. In the interests of
brevity, this paper restricts its examination to English translations in book form (as opposed to journal
articles or anthologies) of Chinese texts from the pre-Qin through Han period. For a list of virtually all
materials published in Western languages on ancient Chinese civilization, see Goldin’s (2020)
extensive bibliography, which is up-to-date as of 10 June 2020.
4
The term ‘first complete translation into English’ does not completely exclude the possibility of a
complete translation into English having been published somewhere already. The author apologizes in
advance for any possible omissions.
5
That is, the Zuo, Gongyang and Guliang commentaries on the Spring and Autumn Annals: the
Chunqiu Zuoshi Zhuan (the Zuozhuan), Chunqiu Gongyang Zhuan, and Chunqiu Guliang Zhuan.

•

The literary text Shijing (The Classic of Poetry), in both complete and selected
translations.

Also included are the following texts which were translated once each:
•

•
•
•
•
•

Philosophical texts, including the Daxue (The Great Learning) and Zhongyong
(The Doctrine of the Mean) in one edition, Xunzi (The Writings of Master Xun),
Liji (The Book of Rites), Huangtingjing (The Yellow Court Classic), Liezi (The
Writings of Master Lie), and Shenzi Yiwen (The Shenzi Fragments);
Military texts, including the Wujing Qishu (The Seven Military Classics)6, and
Huainanzi Binglüexun (Treatise on Military Affairs in the Huainanzi);
Historical texts, including selected translations of the Guoyu (The Discourses
of the States)7, and Yizhoushu (The Lost Book of Zhou);
Political philosophy texts, including the Lüshi Chunqiu (Master Lü's Spring and
Autumn Annals), and a selected translation of the Guanzi (The Writings of
Master Guan);
Medical texts, including the Huangdi Neijing Suwen (The Basic Questions Part
of the Inner Classic of the Yellow Thearch), Nanjing (The Classic of Difficult
Issues), and Shanghanlun (Discussion of Cold Damage); and
Literary texts, including the Chuci (The Songs of Chu)—and separately, the
chapter Lisao (Encountering Sorrow)—and Shanhaijing (The Classic of
Mountains and Seas).

For the publication details of these translations, please refer to the Appendix: ‘A
Bibliography of English Translations of Chinese Texts from the Pre-Qin through Han
Period, 2010–2020’.
2. Publishing trends of Chinese premodern text translations
With such rich bibliographical data at our fingertips, let us now examine the
significance of these translations, the ways in which they were published, the subject
matter most commonly translated, and any texts that might have been neglected by
scholars, or even left completely untranslated.
2.1 Significance of translations
Reviewing these 145 English translations of ancient Chinese texts published from
2010 to 2020, it is evident that new translations made up the majority (121 publications,
or 83 per cent), while first complete translations into English were the minority (24
publications, or 17 per cent). For a striking visualization, see Figure 1 below:

6

The Wujing Qishu is a Song-dynasty canonization, but is included in this study as it contains several
important military texts from the pre-Qin through Han period. For translations of these texts collected in
this study, consult the entries for the Wujing Qishu, Sunzi Bingfa, and Liutao in the Appendix.
7
Note that we are also awaiting a forthcoming translation of the Guoyu by Eric Henry.
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Figure 1: Significance of English Translations of Chinese Texts from the Pre-Qin through Han Period, 2010–2020

This demonstrates two facts. First, translators are willing to take the time and effort to
produce new translations for texts, even if they have pre-existing translations. Second,
with the rapid development of the premodern text translation field, Chinese texts from
the pre-Qin through Han period that lack translations into English have become
increasingly scarce. This will become clearer once we review the kinds of texts
translated in the context of Early Chinese literature as a whole.
2.2 Methods of publication
Regarding how these English translations were published, this study has identified five
major avenues:
1. University presses outside the Chinese mainland (36 publications, or 25 per
cent);
2. Small-scale publishers outside the Chinese mainland (32 publications, or 22
per cent);
3. Large-scale publishers outside the Chinese mainland (31 publications, or 21
per cent);
4. Independent publication8 outside the Chinese mainland (23 publications, or 16
per cent); and
5. Publishers on the Chinese mainland (23 publications, or 16 per cent).
Please refer to Figure 2:
8

This paper does not make a meaningful distinction between independent publishing and selfpublishing. Note also that there is virtually no self-publishing industry on the Chinese mainland beyond
microblogs and the like, so data of that nature is effectively absent from this study.

publishers on the
Chinese mainland
16%

university presses
outside the
Chinese mainland
25%

independent
publication outside
the Chinese
mainland
16%

large-scale
publishers outside
the Chinese
mainland
21%

small-scale
publishers outside
the Chinese
mainland
22%

Figure 2: Methods of Publication for English Translations of Chinese Texts from the Pre-Qin through Han Period, 2010–
2020

This chart demonstrates that, by far, most English translations of premodern Chinese
texts are being produced by publishers outside the Chinese mainland (84 per cent).
While this may seem surprising, it should be pointed out that this figure would have
been close to one hundred per cent before the launch of the Da Zhonghua Wenku
(Library of Chinese Classics) series in 1995 (Baidu Baike 2020), a topic we will
examine shortly.
The data indicates that academic and commercial publishers remain the leaders in
premodern text translation publishing, producing 68 per cent of total publications, or
84 per cent if Chinese publishers are included. However, in spite of the successes of
traditional avenues for publication, they have come under increased competition in
recent years from small-scale publishers and self-publishing platforms. To complicate
matters, the line between small-scale or independent publishers and self-publishers is
not always clear, since it is commonplace for authors to establish their own small-scale
publisher to publish the works of their peers, in addition to their own translations.
Independent publishing allows translators to publish their translations at little or no
cost. They are relatively inexpensive, usually include an electronic option, and are thus
more easily accessed by general readers. In addition, some self-publishing platforms
allow for changes to be made to the pre-existing publication, a feature independent
scholar Christopher Gait made use of in his translation of the Jiaoshi Yilin (Master
Jiao’s Forest of Changes) (2016: Conventions). This method of publication is
especially suited to premodern text translations that often need to be updated as
scholarly understanding on particular interpretations shifts.

Little research has been done on the quality of self-published premodern text
translations, the contribution they have had to the dissemination of traditional Chinese
culture, and the impact they have had on the overall publication of premodern texts.
Though independently published publications currently only account for 16 per cent of
translations into English of ancient Chinese texts, this figure could be higher if postHan texts were taken into consideration.
2.3 The role of the publisher series
Regarding the dissemination of premodern Chinese text translations, here it is worth
mentioning the four major premodern text translation series which have consistently
produced a large quantity of high-quality renditions:
1. Columbia University Press’s ‘Translations from the Asian Classics,’ for example
Gopal Sukhu’s 2017 translation of the Chuci, and Yuri Pines’s 2017 translation
of the Shangjunshu;
2. University of Washington Press’s ‘Classics of Chinese Thought,’ for example,
Stephen Durrant et al’s 2016 translation of the Zuozhuan, and Michael Nylan’s
2013 translation of the Fayan;
3. Brill’s ‘Sinica Leidensia,’ for example, Olivia Milburn’s 2016 translation of the
Yanzi Chunqiu, and Ulrich Lau et al’s 2016 translation of the Yuelu Qinjian
Weiyudengzhuang Sizhong; and
4. The ‘Penguin Classics series,’ for example, Annping Chin’s 2014 translation of
the Lunyu, and Martin Palmer’s 2014 translation of the Shangshu.
These four major series are monumental achievements in introducing Chinese
culture—and other traditional cultures—to an international readership. Other series
have been similarly successful, including the Princeton Library of Asian Translations,
the SUNY series in Chinese Philosophy and Culture, and Shambhala Dragon Editions.
There is also the upcoming launch of the Hsu-Tang Library of Classical Chinese
Literature by Oxford University Press (Denecke 2019), which will publish premodern
Chinese texts from the earliest of Chinese history up to 1911.
2.4 Topics of translation
Regarding the subject matter of the collected publications, a tentative analysis of the
data reveals that:
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

76 were related to philosophy (52 per cent);
17 were related to military matters (12 per cent);
17 were related to history (12 per cent);
11 were related to political philosophy (7 per cent);
Nine were related to medicine (6 per cent);
Seven were related to literature (5 per cent);
Seven were excavated texts (5 per cent); and
One was related to science and technology (1 per cent).

For a visualization, please refer to Figure 3 below:
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Figure 3: Topics of English Translations of Chinese Texts from the Pre-Qin through Han Period, 2010–2020

These categories are solely for reference purposes, intended merely to give a general
impression. In fact, many ancient Chinese texts can scarcely be assigned to the
Western categories of literature, history, philosophy, and so on. For example, the
Chunqiu Fanliu, Fayan, Guiguzi, Huainanzi, and Xinyu can only be tentatively
regarded as works related to political philosophy; the Shanhaijing can be considered
a literary work, but is also an important source of ancient myth and geography; the
Shijing is a literary work, but is traditionally considered part of the Confucian canon,
and thus can be regarded as a philosophical work, and so on. Regardless, this data
more or less reflects the nature and features of texts from the pre-Qin through Han
period, as well as the demands of readers and the preferences of translators.
The study revealed that the most frequently translated texts were the Laozi Daodejing
(20 English publications in total), Lunyu (17), Yijing (12), Sunzi Bingfa (10) and
Zhuangzi (6). For the purposes of this study, these works were categorized as works
of philosophy, and indeed, publishers often publish works like these with philosophy
‘packaging’. Evidently, since ancient Chinese texts related to philosophy are in more
abundance than texts related to other topics, naturally more translations of this nature
have been published than those of other genres. Thus, it may be argued that the
greatest value that premodern Chinese texts provide for overseas readers is their
potential to instill wisdom.
In terms of character-count, texts related to history are generally longer than those
works of philosophy9—the Guoyu is over 70,000 characters long, Zhanguoce is over
120,000, Zuozhuan is over 180,000, Shiji is over 500,000, and Hanshu is over 800,000.
So far, only the Zuozhuan and Zhanguoce have been translated into English in full. As
9

The Lüshi Chunqiu is an important exception at over 200,000 characters long.

for the Ershisishi (Twenty-Four Histories)—the official historical accounts covering a
period from 3000 BCE to the Ming dynasty of the 17th century—not one of them has
been translated completely into English yet. Fortunately, there is the complete
translation into English of the Shiji (The Grand Scribe’s Records), still on-going,
headed by William H. Nienhauser, Jr. (2010, 2016, 2019).
When it comes to English translations of Chinese excavated texts, many more are in
the form of journal articles or anthologies, rather than books. For example, Olivia
Milburn (2010-2011) and Thies Staack (2010) published annotated translations of the
Zhangjiashan Hanjian Gailu and Kongzi Shilun respectively in journals, as did Charles
Sanft (2008) with his translation of the wall inscription Zhaoshu Sishi Yueling
Wushitiao from the Xuanquanzhi site located near Dunhuang, Gansu province. Since
this article does not collect translations published in these formats, readers are
directed to Edward L. Shaughnessy’s (2019) excellent guide to Western studies of
Chinese unearthed documents.10
Lastly, something must be said of ‘literature’. When it comes to texts from the pre-Qin
through Han period, modern readers would struggle to find many that fit their
conception of a literary text, say of poetry or a novel. If this study could be extended
to include premodern texts formed after the end of the Han dynasty such as the Sida
Mingzhu (Four Classic Novels), the proportion of so-called ‘literary’ texts would be
much larger. However, potentially any of the texts of Early China could be considered
literature in a broader sense, being as they are writings published on a particular
subject that have lasting merit, having survived thousands of years of transmission to
avail themselves to readers in the present.
2.5 Overlooked and untranslated texts
Although almost all the major texts of early China were translated at least once into
English during the period from 2010 to 2020, there are ten notable exceptions:
1. Zhushu Jinian (The Bamboo Annals);
2. Xiaojing (The Classic of Filial Piety);
3. Han Feizi (The Writings of Master Han Fei);
4. Zhanguoce (Strategies of the Warring States);
5. Yili (The Book of Etiquette and Ceremonial);
6. Zhouli (The Rites of Zhou);
7. Kongzi Jiayu (The School Sayings of Confucius)11;
8. Yueji (The Record of Music);
9. Guanzi (The Writings of Master Guan)12; and
10. Yizhoushu (The Lost Book of Zhou)13.

10

Or the aforementioned extensive bibliography by Goldin (2020).
Alexus McLeod is scheduled to publish the first complete translation into English of the Kongzi Jiayu
at a date yet to be announced.
12
Translator and practitioner of traditional Chinese medicine Dan G. Reid (2017) published a partial
translation of the Guanzi which covers the Baixin, Xinshu and Neiye chapters only.
13
Robin McNeal (2012) from Cornell University published a partial translation into English of the
Yizhoushu covering only texts on military matters.
11

Let us touch briefly on the translation history of these ten exceptional texts. In 1865,
the renowned missionary and sinologist James Legge (1815-1897) published an
English translation of the Zhushu Jinian, though it is somewhat problematic14, and later
a translation of the Xiaojing (1879)15. In the 20th century, complete translations into
English of the Han Feizi, Zhanguoce, Yili and Guanzi were published by W. K. Liao
(1939), J. I. Crump Jr. (1970), John Steele (1917) and Allyn W. Rickett (1998) 16
respectively. However, to this day no complete, book-form translation into English has
been published of the Zhouli, Kongzi Jiayu, and Yueji 17 . In addition, the recent
translations of the Guanzi (Reid 2017) and Yizhoushu (McNeal 2012) were only partial.
There are also some lesser-known texts from the pre-Qin through Han period that are
often overlooked but nonetheless worth reviewing. As of July 2020, the author counts
18 texts that, as far as can be discerned, have never had a complete, book-form
translation into English published:
1. Wuyue Chunqiu (The Spring and Autumn Annals of Wu and Yue);
2. Liexian Zhuan (Categorized Biographies of Immortals);
3. Fengsu Tongyi (Comprehensive Meaning of Customs and Mores);
4. Shenzi (Shen Buhai) (The Shen Tzu, The Shen Pu-hai)
5. Baihu Tongde Lun (Comprehensive Discussions in the White Tiger Hall);
6. Qianfulun (Comments of a Recluse);
7. Mu Tianzi Zhuan (Tale of King Mu, Son of Heaven);
8. Xinshu (New Writings);
9. Xinxu (New Accounts);
10. Duduan (Solitary Decisions);
11. Cai Zhonglang Ji (The Collected Writings of Cai Yong);
12. Hanji (The Annals of the Han);
13. Zhongjing (The Classic of Loyalty)18;
14. Dongguan Hanji (The Eastern Watch Records of the Later Han);
15. Wenshi Zhenjing (Authentic Scripture of Master Wenshi);
16. Wuzi (The Writings of Master Wu);
17. Dengxizi (The Writings of Master Deng Xi); and
18. Shuoyuan (Garden of Eloquence)19.
Naturally, there are reasons why some of these texts have not been translated into
English. In some cases, adequate partial translations already exist; in others, parts of
the source text are lost, corrupted, or fragmented, or there might simply be a lack of
interest on the part of scholars and readers.
Moreover, no rendition is truly ‘complete’. Old translations are apt to go out of print,
and as new findings present themselves, their necessity for update only grows. To
14

In particular, Nivison (1993) points out that some of its dating is inaccurate.
Many other full-book treatments would follow such as those by Ivan Chen (1908), Mary Lelia Makra
(1961) and Roger T. Ames (2009).
16
For another, more recent rendition of the Guanzi, see Zhai, Jiangyue (2005) Da Zhonghua Wenku:
Guanzi (Han-Ying Duizhao), Guilin, Guangxi Normal University Press.
17
Though it has been translated in article form (Scott 2002).
18
Note that whether the Zhongjing should be considered a work from the Han or Song period is a matter
of debate.
19
It is expected that Eric Henry will publish the first complete translation into English of the Shuoyuan
through the University of Washington Press in the near future.
15

make matters worse, vintage translations become increasingly difficult to read with the
passage of time. With these issues in mind, the author provides an additional thirteen
texts which have been previously translated into English, but may now be ripe for a
revisit:
1.
2.
3.
4.
5.
6.
7.

Kongcongzi (The Kong Family Masters’ Anthology) (Ariel 1989);
Zhonglun (Balanced Discourses) (Makeham 2002);
Xinlun (New Treatise) (Pokora 1975);
Gongsun Longzi (The Writings of Master Gongsun Long) (Perleberg 1952);
Wenzi (Understanding the Mysteries) (Cleary 1992);
Yantielun (The Debate on Salt and Iron) (Gale 1931);
Hanshi Waizhuan (Exoteric Traditions of the Han Version of the Songs)
(Hightower 1952);
8. Taixuanjing (The Canon of Supreme Mystery) (Nylan 1993);
9. Jiuzhang Suanshu (The Nine Chapters on the Mathematical Art) (Shen 1999);
10. Zhoubi Suanjing (The Zhou-era Method for Gnomon Calculation) (Cullen 1996);
11. Suanshushu (Writings on Reckoning) (Cullen 2004);
12. Shenjian (Extended Reflections) (Ch’en 1980); and
13. Lunheng (Discourses Weighed in the Balance) (Forke 1907, 1962)20.
Lastly, regarding lexicographic works from early China such as the Erya, Fangyan,
Shuowen Jiezi and Shiming, though they are important and useful texts, they have not
been translated into English. This is probably because they are not suitable for
translation, at least not in full. That being said, it seems no scholar has published
partial translations of these texts in book form, for example, something resembling the
1984 article on the indexing components of the Shuowen Jiezi by the Belgian
missionary and sinologist Paul Leo-Mary Serruys (1912-1999). Primers in that vein
may find a market among students of Classical Chinese.
3. Quality assurance for premodern Chinese text translations
Surveying the collected translations, the author has noted five aspects that can be
examined in a tentative discussion of quality assurance for premodern Chinese text
translation. These are: the purpose of the translation, its philological basis, its
structural features, the translator’s interpretative approach, and the handling of key
lexical items in the translation. Let us now examine how the premodern text
translations of the highest calibre attended to these five aspects.
3.1 Purpose of the translation
The specific purpose of the translation is generally configured by the translator(s)
before the project begins21. In the first full translation into English of the Chunqiu Fanlu
(Luxuriant Gems of the Spring and Autumn) by Sarah A. Queen and John S. Major
(2016), the aims are explicit and precise: to produce a translation that is complete,
20

Also note that we are currently awaiting a forthcoming translation of the Lunheng by Michael Nylan.
The author is aware that ‘purpose’ is a controversial term in translation studies, and is employed here
only for lack of a better word—consider also ‘function’, ‘aim’, ‘objective’, ‘motivation’, ‘justification’, and
so on.
21

accurate, uses highly readable English, preserves the prosodic and rhetorical features
of the source text, and takes into account the overall structure and organization of the
source text at both the micro and macro level (30). This framework provides a
reasonable starting point for the budding premodern text translator.
Responses to discoveries of unearthed documents can also inform the translator’s
purpose. For example, in his English translation of the Yijing (The Book of Changes),
Edward L. Shaughnessy (2014) states that his purpose is to introduce recently
discovered archaeological evidence pertaining to the text (xix). Likewise, in her
pioneering translation into English of the Yanzi Chunqiu, Olivia Milburn (2016: xxiii)
from Seoul National University aimed to make use of recent archaeological
discoveries and textual analysis of the transmitted tradition to challenge the
assumption that her chosen source text is a forgery.
The intended reader can also be considered part of the function of the translation. For
example, in his translation of the Xunzi (The Writings of Master Xun), Eric L. Hutton
(2016) states that, ‘as with any translation, I have been very concerned with accuracy,
but because my target is the undergraduate classroom, I have also made certain
compromises. The Chinese text of the Xunzi was written with great erudition, which I
have tried to reflect in the translation. However, to make the text accessible to
undergraduates, I also have tried very hard to make it easy to read, this is, to have it
sound learned to a modern ear without being stodgy’ (Introduction).
From this cursory examination, it is clear that translational purpose can take many
forms when it comes to premodern text translation: it can be linguistic, textual,
philological, or receptive. Whatever it may be, it is incumbent upon the translator to
state his or her purpose overtly, and endeavour to produce a rendition that embodies
it.
3.2 Philological basis of the translation
In Early Chinese Texts: A Bibliographic Guide, various scholars point out how a lack
of philological rigour reduces the quality and, therefore, usefulness—of the translation.
For example, the late Dutch sinologist A. F. P. Hulsewé (1993) describes the 1961
Burton Watson translation of the Shiji as ‘a highly readable translation with but a few
explanatory notes, and no scholarly apparatus’ (410). Regarding the Homer H. Dubs
1928 translation of the Xunzi, Cambridge University Emeritus Lecturer in Chinese
Studies and editor of the bibliography Michael Loewe (1993) states that, ‘The notes
are minimal, concerning technical terms and names, and not questions of textual
criticism’ (187). Both these comments reflect the common issue of the premodern text
translator producing a readable rendition but refusing to ‘show their work’ so that
interested parties can reproduce their rendering.
Similarly, T.H. Barrett (1993) from SOAS University of London contends that the 1961
French translation of the Liezi by Benedykt Grynpas ‘adopts an impossibly
conservative attitude to the date of the Lieh tzu and translates from an unidentified
reprint… Worse still, it has been accused of arbitrary rearrangement of the text, and…
it relies to an unacceptable extent on the outdated French translation of L. Wieger’

(307). Thus, what is expected is at least an attempt by the translator to resolve these
common philological issues related to dating, textual structure, and secondary sources.
Essentially, a critical apparatus that examines previous editions of the text, their
transmission, relevant commentaries, and excavated texts is an important part of
traditional Chinese philology—and, by extension, premodern Chinese text translation.
This is because what we translate is rarely one text written by one person at one time
in one place, but rather a group of texts or fragments passed on orally or in writing by
multiple individuals in a process which can span historical periods and geographical
locations.
3.3 Structural features of the translation
The present study reveals how the useful and necessary features of premodern text
translations are presented in the structure of the target text. Starting with the preface,
or introduction, the source text’s formation, structure, dating, reception, and
transmission are explained. A brief introduction of its content is also provided, followed
by an explanation as to why the translation is necessary, its aim (general or specialist),
its philological basis (received and excavated versions, commentaries, and so on),
any historical knowledge needed to understand the translation, and the importance
and impact of the text throughout history.
Next comes the translation proper. Decisions regarding the structure and organization
of the source text are manifested here. Typically, the translator selects at least one
edition—typically a received text—although, ideally, multiple editions are consulted
and integrated into the source text. The responsible translator also provides
documentation somewhere in the target text that illuminates this process; failing to do
so can invite criticism. Describing one particular translation of the Yantielun, Michael
Loewe (1993) laments, ‘Regrettably some inaccuracies and loose renderings intrude.
The book is divided into 42 chapters, which do not correspond with the textual divisions
of the original, and there is no indication where translations of the different p’ien may
be located. While it is stated that the translation is not of the complete text, no
indication is given to show a reader where omissions occur.’
How the translation itself is formatted is also of crucial importance. Chapter and/or
paragraph numbering can be provided for ease of reference. The translation itself is
ideally placed next to the source text on the previous page so they sit side-by-side.
Obviously, the addition of the source text increases the price of the book and precision
required in typesetting. However, considering that Stephen Durrant et al’s (2016)
translation of the Zuozhuan deployed this feature to great effect for a source text over
180,000 characters in length, it is probably a reasonable expectation.
Footnotes are almost unavoidable in premodern text translations. There are those
which illuminate ambiguities in the source text on the one hand, and those which
elaborate on topics of philological concern on the other. Ideally, these two are provided
separately as footnotes and endnotes so they cannot be conflated, for example as
Brook Ziporyn did in his translation of the Zhuangzi (2020). Footnotes can be partially
substituted with parenthetical remarks, as Yuri Pines (2017) did in his translation of
the Shangjunshu (The Book of Lord Shang).

Appendices can provide additional tools for deciphering the text that readers may
welcome. They can include:
•
•
•
•
•
•

Ancient Chinese history chronologies;
Historical maps;
Lists of cultural, philosophical, or historical terms used in the source text;
Lists of individuals mentioned in the text;
Lists of place names; and
Lists of astronomical and/or calendrical terms.

Naturally, a bibliography will be attached to the end of the publication. A ‘wish list’
might include an extensive range of primary and secondary sources, such as editions
of the source text, its commentaries and subcommentaries, relevant monographs and
journal articles, other translations into Western languages 22 (and into Modern
Chinese23, or foreign languages), and reference works. Lastly, providing an index is
standard practice among translations published by major presses outside the Chinese
mainland.
3.4 The translator’s interpretative approach
At a fundamental level, all translation involves interpretation. However, in the practice
of premodern text translation, the rendering of text at the lexical level should not be
conflated with a wider discussion of the intellectual implications of the text. Some of
the collected translations provided short introductions to chapters of the text which
placed it in its historical and intellectual context.
The translator’s own interpretation should be informed by a wide variety of sources.
For example, in the Preface to Annping Chin’s (2014) translation of the Lunyu (The
Analects of Confucius), the Yale University historian aims to ‘recover some of the
ambiguities and nuances in what Confucius says’ by reviewing the competing
interpretations of scholarship that spans centuries, as opposed to simply relying on
the Zhu Xi commentary from the 12th century. This open-ended approach to
translation can somewhat mitigate the risk of the translator over-explaining his or her
interpretation, which can hinder the reader’s own process of interpretation. For
instance, Charles Le Blanc (1993) describes the 1933 Evan Morgan translation of the
Huainanzi as ‘a pioneering effort marred by theological preconceptions and an
excessive freedom with the Chinese text’ (193).
Alternatively, interpretative content can be ‘quarantined’ from the target text by placing
it in a separate section of the book, or transplanting it to an entirely different platform.
22

This can be followed by an explanation as to the extent they have been adapted into the translation,
as Harris did in his translation of the Shenzi Yiwen (2016). Not only does this protect against potential
copyright infringement, it also clarifies for the reader the extent to which the translation borrows or
innovates from existing translations.
23
Since Chinese texts from Early China are written in Classical Chinese, ‘translations’ into Modern
Chinese for most of the major texts have been published for generalists and specialists alike. However,
the use of these guides is controversial as there is always a risk the translator will become overly reliant
or influenced by the interpretation interspersed in the vernacular rendition.

For example, in his translation of the Zhuangzi (The Zhuang Tzu)24, Brook A. Ziporyn
(2020) uploaded the companion piece ‘Zhuangzi as Philosopher’ to the publication’s
support page to enable the reader to better understand his interpretation of the classic
text should they so desire (xxviii).
3.5 The handling of key lexical items in the translation
How translators should render terms key terms used in the source text—words which
hold cultural, historical or philosophical significance—has long been a source of
controversy. Does one imitate, or innovate? Should one be consistent with, or critical
of, pre-existing renderings? Should one continue to use common renderings of terms
despite their imperfections, or insist on using new translations in the hope that they
may be somehow closer to the intended meaning, and one day enter the vernacular?
A simple case in point is the Chinese word long 龙. Although nowadays commonly
rendered as ‘dragon’, there was a time when translating long as ‘loong’ was in vogue.
The idea was that the Chinese dragon differed so dramatically from its European
counterpart that it would be inaccurate or even misleading to use the term ‘dragon’.
An example relevant to this study is the Chinese word ru 儒, which is usually translated
as ‘Confucian’, but sometimes ‘Ruist’ is preferred by scholars. In their English
translation of the Chunqiu Fanlu (Luxuriant Gems of the Spring and Autumn), Sarah
A. Queen and John S. Major (2016) decided to use the term ‘Confucian’ despite the
recent trend of favouring ‘ru’, ‘classicist’ or ‘literati’ to avoid inferring that all followers
of ru were adherents of Confucius. However, Queen and Major argue that ‘some
scholars’ current aversion to the term ‘Confucianism’ with reference to the Han period
is unnecessarily stringent and hampers, rather than promotes, understanding’ (12).
They conclude that ‘Confucian’ is ‘a capacious, somewhat baggy term, rather like
“Christianity” or “Marxism”’ (13). In other words, just as a reasonable person would not
assume that all Christians and Marxists share exactly the same beliefs, the same could
be said for a term like ‘Confucian’, and thus there is no need to invent a new term.
Consider, also, the term zhuan 传. In the Preface to her pioneering translation of the
Lienü Zhuan (Biographies of Exemplary Women), Anne Behnke Kinney (2014) noted
that it can denote anything from ‘traditions’ or ‘transmissions’, to ‘account’ or
‘commentary’ depending on the purpose of the historiographical text in question.
Kinney adds that the common rendering—'biography’—is easily associated with the
genre of biographical writing in English whose features differ remarkably to its Chinese
counterpart. Nonetheless, like Queen and Major, she settles on using a rendering of
a key lexical term in spite of its potential controversy (xxxvi).
This debate on culturally and historically significant terminology will certainly not be
resolved in the course of this short study. Premodern text translators approach the
problem from a variety of perspectives. What is clear is that an awareness of the
translation history of individual lexical items must be gained before translation can
proceed. Ideally, the translator elaborates on his or her rationale in the preface of the
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This study cites the 2020 complete translation, as opposed to the selected version published in 2009.

publication, or includes a list of terminology and a brief discussion on the translation
of each lexical item in the appendix.
4. Concluding remarks
The period from 2010 to 2020 was a golden age in the translation of ancient Chinese
texts into English, and it is difficult to imagine how there could be an even larger
number of translations published in the 2020s. Though the sheer number of
translations published is impressive, the overall quality of these translations is another
matter, and precisely where the scope of this study ends. Premodern text translations
provide important sources for scholars, and for general readers a window into the
culture of another time and place. And yet, these translations are a constantly evolving
body of texts. Sinologists, philosophers, historians and translation studies researchers
make good use of them in their research, and publish critiques when necessary. As
scholarly understanding of Early Chinese texts shifts, translators will continue to
produce new renditions in English, hoping to improve on ones already published. As
for those ancient writings yet to be translated, if this field continues to grow at such a
staggering pace, there may come a time when there are virtually none left untranslated.
In the meantime, armed with the findings of this study, translators have some sense
of the avenues for publication, and the features that make a premodern text translation
successful.
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