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A few years ago in Beijing I took part in a discussion in a book club for foreigners about Soul Mountain. There were 4-5 different nationalities: German, US, UK, French, Hong Kong, Scandinavia, etc. We all had read the book in our own mother tongues. To my surprise, a majority of readers didn't like the book, which I loved. I had a hard time swimming against the flow. I was less interested at the time in literary translation issues, but I came to the conclusion that part of our different opinions came from the various translations, particularly important for such a book in which style and poetry particularly matter. My Chinese wasn't good enough for any serious reading in Chinese, but I had read the book in both English and French. Mabel Lee had obviously done a good and difficult job - it took her nearly a decade to translate the book into English, in Sydney. As she said, she had been attracted by the poetical aspects of the book in the first place - she was a translator of poetry. However, in my view, you can't really translate poetry. You can try but the result is seldom, even never up to the quality of the original, even if the name of the translator of the poem is Charles Baudelaire or François Cheng (a brilliant French writer and poet, member of the French Academy ...who learned French when he was about twenty !). It's an old story and debate (there is a forum somewhere on Internet with a rather heated and long discussion on this subject, initiated a few years ago by my own "poetic" translation into French of a song of Leonard Cohen "Dance me..." which I loved; some fans of LC didn't even like the idea apparently of such a translation, considering it pretentious and hopeless). In any case, I really liked Soul Mountain thanks to its French translators. But then, there is the issue of "does the translation really reflect the style of the original ?" (There is one of the best professional translator, from Chinese into French, based in Beijing which, if I remember well, had been accused by one of her publishers in France of "writing too well..."). Besides -for the record, and as a reminder of the importance of translators and translations-, Gao's Nobel Prize is for a large part due in the first place to his early admirer and translator into Swedish, Goran Malmqvist (born 1924 !). Below are a few very brief abstracts of a global and large study which I wrote in recent years about the book business and China, abstracts drawn from a chapter named "copyrights, translations and scouts": (quote) [...] Even more revealing aspects of the problems of translations, in complement to the above mentioned interview of US translator Edward Goldblatt, are expressed in an interview of the French translators of 2000 Literature Nobel Prize Gao Xingjian, Noël and Liliane Dutrait. Noel Dutrait is known as one of the 2-3 best French translators of Chinese works as well as a senior scholar and scout, specialist of contemporary Chinese literature. Several points are emphasized in this interview by Noël Dutrait for explaining first the quality of (his) translations (i) Noël, the expert in Chinese language, works in fact in close tandem with his wife Lilian who is a former archeologist and journalist, visibly talented with the French language, but also mastering the Chinese language as well, similarly to her husband (both their names appear as translators of the French edition of Gao's Soul Mountain) and she acts as his (co)editor, (ii) they both have other main activities and sources of income, and thus they can both take their time for common -even confrontational- analyses and rewrites, and also let translations have the "necessary rests", (iii) they have close relations with their usual publishers(s), specializing also in Chinese literature. [...] Mabel Lee from Sydney, was contacted by Gao for the English translation of Soul Mountain during her visit to Paris in 1991, through Chinese poet Yang Lian. Mabel Lee, born in Australia, a Chinese-Australian scholar -Sydney U, School of Asian studies- had done little translation works from Chinese to English apart Yang's poetry until 1991. She offered to Gao to work on the translation as she was attracted by the poetical tone of the book in skimming in Paris through its Taiwanese edition [the book, which Gao took seven years to write and which was first published in 1989 in Taiwan, is not yet officially published in the PRC where all Gao's works are banned and his name hardly mentioned still in 2008; only Premier Zhu Rongji dared in 2000 to congratulate -ironically- Gao for his Nobel Prize]. Lee worked on the translation several years in Sydney, with little time available, until 1999; then, when Lee chose a local literary agent, Gao and Lee agreed between them on a 60:40 split...; and then, lucky bet for Lee, Gao received his prize. [...] Julia Lovell, born in 1975, belongs to a new generation of bright translators-cum-literary scouts; a student in history and then Chinese, and later on, after a year in Nanjing, PhD and former junior research fellow at Cambridge University (Queen's College), she nowadays teaches in the UK; on top of translation works, she started writing in the early 2000's essays, as well as articles and book reviews for renown Press titles concerning Chinese/Asian literature -starting with her 2002 PhD memoire which became in 2006 a book titled "The Politics of Cultural Capital: China’s Quest for a Nobel Prize in Literature" [...] Lovell's has apparently a very precise and assertive - young but conservative - taste and also tone. Both taste and tone appear for example in the following Guardian article, dated May 15, 2004, titled "Shrink to fit". This article is a book review of the book "Buying a Fishing Rod for My Grandfather" by Nobel Prize Gao Xingjian (small collection of 6 short stories written in 1983-2000, translation by Mabel Lee, UK ed. 2004). The long introduction of this article is in fact a rather surprisingly sardonic and abrupt critic in one block of Gao's two long main novels, on supposedly "purely" literary grounds. Her harsh review will probably be remembered ...for better or worse. She is curiously much more indulgent with Gao's friend and fellow writer Ma Jian. Lovell's "literary grounds" appear to us here in fact rather light -poorly justified- and expressing first of all rather personal intuitive feelings concerning the author (accessorily, possible translation issues do not seem considered ?). [...] (unquote) 

I reproduce below the first three § of the above mentioned article by J. Lovell in the Guardian, because they are worth reading -especially for those who like Soul Mountain (I know that they are people reading this website who also like Julia Lovell (quote, http://books.guardian.co.uk/review/story/0,,1216283,00.html ) 
“Soul Mountain and One Man's Bible, the two novels for which he was awarded the 2000 Nobel literature prize, defined Gao Xingjian as a writer with three signature themes. The first was his libido; the second was the individual (and his libido) suffering under communism. Both books starred a strongly autobiographical, middle-aged protagonist working through the traumas of political persecution and exile by "merging" with almost every woman he met. So far, so dull. Mid-life crises - even those induced by communism - tend to be interesting mainly to their sufferers, and Gao's sprawling, self-indulgent take on the horrors of political oppression lacked the wry discipline that, for example, Solzhenitsyn and Kundera have brought to similar subject matter. Gao's fascination with himself had the additional unfortunate consequence of sidelining his third, and most interesting concern as a novelist. Like many serious Chinese authors of the past 100 years - a century in which writers began systematically reading, worshipping, sometimes imitating modern western literature - he has spent his career searching for a literary language and form that manage to be both modern and Chinese; in other words, a voice that is more than a rehash of western modernism. Gao has tried to achieve this by combining the structural looseness of traditional Chinese literature - weak on plot, strong on emotive imagery - with a western-style fixation on subjectivity and alienation. The novels that resulted, Soul Mountain and One Man's Bible, caught the worst of both eastern and western literary worlds - rambling, self-obsessed and over-theorised - and forgot the key lesson Ezra Pound, the high priest of Anglo-American modernism, drew from classical Chinese literature: show, don't tell. (unquote)”
I don't know well Gao, either his works -apart his novels- or his personality. Maybe the above mentioned "egotist libido", by J. Lowell, meant also between the lines "sexism" (an idea suggested in Nicky Harman's above article) ...of which J. Lovell could have been herself the target while studying (interviewing?) Gao ?
Otherwise how to explain such unbalanced and obviously disputable hatred from such a smart young lady - we met once - against both Soul Mountain - a book attached to a Nobel prize- and above all Gao himself apparently (unclear if she targets either the book or the personality of the writer) ? Besides, J. Lovell neither mentions in what language she read these books, nor mention the quality of the translation (she is herself a translator). Well, literary critic and translation, or even Sinology, are obviously rather different jobs and require rather different skills and experiences. Very few can do both with talent ... and ponderation - save humility. For example Pierre Ryckmans, aka Simon Leys, who lives in Australia and writes in French, is both an immense Sinologist, and also a marvellous multi-cultural writer and literary critic, probably - together with Gao Xinjian - not far behind icons such as Nabokov (English writer, mother tongue Russian) or Borges (who translated Kafka and Faulkner) - rare people indeed !


Arthur Syel, January 19, 2010.
