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ABSTRACT

Cantonese opera is one of the most influential Chinese traditional operas in the overseas world. In response to
the national development strategy of Chinese culture going global in the new era, it has been increasingly
important to further promote the globalization and influence of Cantonese opera. Based on the analysis of the
English translations of four Cantonese opera plays, Dai Luer Fa-Xiang Yao, Spanking the Princess, Tragedy in
the Qing Palace, and Golden Chrysanthemum, this paper explores the translation art of Cantonese opera, aiming
at optimizing Cantonese opera translation.
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1. INTRODUCTION

In the new era, how to improve the translation
quality and communication efficiency of Cantonese
opera, so that Cantonese opera can be more
complete in the spread of the world, and achieve
the fundamental purpose of spreading the original
artistic charm of Cantonese opera, is an urgent
problem to be solved. With the continuous
expansion of modern cultural exchanges,
foreigners' understanding of Chinese traditional
culture and Chinese traditional art gradually
deepens, and this reduces the misunderstanding
caused by cultural differences.

There are a few English translations of
Cantonese  opera, including Golden Leaf
Chrysanthemum, Tragedy in the Qing Palace, Dai
Luer Fa-Xiang Yao, Spanking the Princess. On
May 19, 2012, the English version of Xiang Yao
(TVB) was broadcast. This paper is to analyze these
four Cantonese opera plays and their English
translation.

2. ANALYSIS OF CANTONESE
OPERA TRANSLATION
PROBLEMS

There have been some English versions of
Cantonese opera plays since the 20th century, and
they have greatly enriched the understanding and

appreciation of this kind of theatre art. Besides the
great contribution these efforts have made, the
English translation versions see a lot of
mistranslations and misunderstandings, and it is of
great significance to analyse these problems in
order to improve the translation quality.

2.1 The Original Understanding of
Cantonese Opera Translation

Without a professional understanding of
Cantonese opera culture, it is difficult for
translators to translate Cantonese opera well. A
translator cannot directly translate the play texts
according to the literal meaning, but to restore the
true meaning of the original text, otherwise it is
easy to make mistranslation. For example, in the "%
#ie, M@E" "%%" represents a symbol of a
loving couple. But in the TVB version, it was
translated as "birds of love", which was difficult for
foreigners to understand. But if it is translated as
"loved couple"”, the famous image of mandarin duck,
a symbol of love, is gone. In "3/ 1A & 2 & LARF AT
A", "Fmi14", a metaphor for the ordinary family,
impling that the Princess Changping did not want to
live in the imperial family in the next life after
death. But in the TVB version, the sentence is
translated as "we shall consummate our marriage in
the other world", expressing Princess Changping's
desire to continue her marriage to her husband in
the afterlife, but does not express a strong desire to
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be an ordinary couple. "x # & k4L R A" means
that dead couples are next to each other, like two
winding trees. However, in the TVB version it is
translated as "after we have died, these trees will
still look the same", which is a misunderstanding of
the original text.

2.2 Translation of Culture-loaded Words
in Cantonese Opera

It is quite difficult to find a target word that
corresponds with the original to replace the text of
the original. Many Cantonese opera plays are based
on historical stories, so the words related to Chinese
historical stories are very common in Cantonese
opera. These words are difficult to translate into
English, because no English words can have the
same source of story as these words. For example:
in "SRR S AR K", " RR" IS the difficult word
of this sentence. "% " is made of hibiscus dyed
silk accounts, but also refers to gorgeous bed
accounts. It is not a mosquito net nor a “"canopy"as
it is translated in the TVB version. In "& @ % X%
£", "ga" refers to the "xAE", & is mostly used
in the weddings of ancient noble ladies. "#.&" takes
its name from its phoenix decorative elements. In
the Ming and Qing Dynasties, women used "#&",
also known as "®&", which were mostly used for
weddings. In the TVB version, "corolla" is
translated as "floral crown", which lacks its true

features used for weddings by Chinese noble brides.

It may be more appropriate to translate the "& % %"
into "wedding crown", but the "wedding crown"
does not fully show the characteristics of the & # 7.

2.3 Translation of the Rhyme and Rhythm
of Cantonese Opera

When translating Cantonese opera, it is difficult
for the translated lyrics to adapt to the rhyme
rhythm of Cantonese opera. It is very difficult to
maintain the characteristics of the original text
while matching the rhythm. There are great
differences in the expression of words between
Chinese and English. For example, an English word
can represent a Chinese phrase composed of two
single Chinese characters, such as: "# %" and
"bright", "s#&m" and "pain”, "k «" and "long". In
Cantonese opera, the extended pronunciation is
very common. However, when extending English
words, especially those equal to or less than two
syllables, the effect is not ideal and can sound very
uncomfortable. In addition, some Chinese phrases
can use two Chinese characters to express
adjectives and nouns at the same time, such as "#

", et and "R ", However, in English, they are
expressed as "bright pearls", "various flowers", and
"busy shopping centers"”. Obviously, these English
lyrics are difficult to match with the rhythm of
Cantonese opera, which makes it difficult for
foreign audiences to appreciate the rhyme beauty of

Cantonese opera.

2.4 Translators in Cantonese Opera
Translation

Only when translators are familiar with the love
of Cantonese opera can they well translate and
successfully spread the excellent Cantonese opera
art and culture. Translators should improve their
own translation level, and pay attention to the
translation work. Literary translation is the most
difficult of the translation. And opera translation,
based on its literary and performance, is more
difficult. How to translate the excellent language
and culture related to opera, and how to make
foreign audiences have the same viewing
perspective as domestic audiences, all confused the
translators. Therefore, the translator must have a
solid English foundation, a very high literary and
drama literacy and the appreciation and
understanding ability of Cantonese opera.

3. ANALYSIS OF CANTONESE
OPERA TRANSLATION
EXAMPLES

By a contrastive analysis of two different
translation versions of the same play, a much
clearer understanding of their translation quality
can be obtained.

3.1 Understanding the Source Text

The following are two English translation
versions of the Cantonese Opera Dai Luer Fa-Xiang
Yao, one of which is TVB version (hereinafter
known as version 1) and the other English
translation is online version (hereinafter referred to
as version 2).

% ik XA k. Version 1: falling petals hide the
moon; Version 2: falling petals in the air obscure
the moon.

& & &=t 4. Version 2: In gratitude to my
parents, I'll sacrifice my life.

16 4 78 4 8 g & 45 . Version 2: He is tearful,
tearfully grieving in secret.
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5 g aaep ) 442, Version 2: As husband and
wife, we bow to show our respect for the deceased
emperor.

A% 5 &% % . Version 2: Happily, we get
drunk in the land of dreams.

* £ xR, Version 1: After we have
died these twin trees will still look the same.

"kEmEAEREH" uses metaphorical rhetoric,
implying that dead couples are next to each other,
like two intertwined trees. However, in the
translation of version 1, the lack of understanding,
and did not restore the same scene as the original
text.

W XM RkBL B, Version 1: Till this young
world grows old, I will stay by you; Version 2: Till
the earth grows old and the sky cease to exist, we
would never part.

"RA", an auspicious bird in ancient Chinese
legend, is often used as a metaphor for a loving
couple. "# ™ and "#%" are used to deepen the
feelings between couples. " Rk Bz A" means that
a loving couple will always accompany each other.

a3 3 R B, T~ & A0k ROk, Version 1.
And | fear he would so treasure our marriage that
he won't come with me to the grave; Version 2: I'm
worried that my prince values this royal wedding
too much to give up his life and journey into the
land of death with me ".

AR A R . Version 1: Who would want
a gory wedding night? Version 2: Who would want
her wedding to end in death.

Wi 1A 8 2/ LAR-F T4, Version 10 We shall
consummate our marriage in the other world.

Version 2: In the afterlife we build a bridal chamber.

There we will be together.

"suiir 1 8" means the afterlife, and "-frai14" is
a metaphor for ordinary families. This sentence
expresses that princess Changping is not willing to
regenerate in the imperial family, but hopes to be
born in ordinary people's homes. Both translations
simply show Princess Changping wanting to
continue her marriage in the next life, without
expressing her desire to be an ordinary couple.

3.2 Application of Compiling Translation
Method

The following example is the English version of
Cantonese opera play Spanking the Princess
performed by The Children's Cantonese Opera

Association in Hong Kong. Its English lyrics are
obviously different from the original Chinese lyrics
of the play. In the translation, the English version is
not a literal translation; it is an edited passage with
concise and simple short sentences. For example: #
RAERTEEHRE, HAFFH4AEmiL What an
insult at the banquet, *ts+# %3, &R E All
went in pairs alone, | am alone, | went alone / &#
#&-F | must show my anger / B4 247832 Ask her
why /4% ke ¥3e:2 Come, follow me, see my
wife. AR, R R K akr4r42 How you dare to
break the rule. / #% %35 24, S rRfTHETE How
you dare to drive me mad. Such translated
sentences are easy for the audience to understand.

3.3 The Loss Caused by Casual
Translation

Golden Chrysanthemum translated in 1899 by
William Stanton is an English version lacking
accuracy. For example, there is a paragraph in the
script about Lin's son Zhang Guifang: #as# ¥ &4
F, RBZE®+4, et n RxF%. Its English
translation is: "A Kuei is bright-eyed and intelligent,
and surely no mean person."" bright-eyed and
intelligent "is far from enough to express the
appearance,” no mean person "is also unable to
express the concept of "# 8 REF%".

This version of English translation is not a full
translation but an abridged translation or semi-
translation. In the Chinese script, there is a
dedicated chapter mentioning Lin Yuejiao selling
her son:

UARAEEER R %, KEHTHEE, FHRERAR
e, THERMES, SHEERRAAS, TFSEMEA,
LT F % AR, TRARMAA" In the translation, it
only mentioned: "My son, while you're in the
Chen's family, be diligent and good, then you'll do
well."

The English version tries to use one short
English sentence to summarize the content of the
whole chapter. However, this chapter reflects Lin
Yuejiao's helplessness in the departure with her son,
composing the most moving plot of the play,
depicting the separation of flesh and blood, and it is
also a very sharp contradiction, so this part can not
be omitted in translation, instead it should be
highlighted.

The translation of Cantonese opera is not only
the translation of the script, and it also includes the
stage performance, action, tone, voice line and so
on. From the perspective of stage effect, this
translation is relatively popular and simple in



Innovation Humanities and Social Sciences Research, Volume 5, ISSN: 2949-1282
Proceedings of The 4th International Conference on Language, Communication and Culture Studies (ICLCCS 2023)

language. Though "Don't mention this, my friend",
"Just so and come now and take some wine" has
certain readability, it weakens the literary nature of
Cantonese opera.

In the script of Golden Leaf Chrysanthemum,
there is a paragraph in which Lin Yueyue makes a
daughter deed. Each sentence is written according
to the tone of Cantonese opera, with coherence and
tone, while in the English translation, it is difficult
to change the same functional words on the basis of
the translation. The Chinese play script says: "% &
k&MET, B¥ATE/ILE" and the corresponding
translation is "My family is poor, my mother-in-law
and husband had died, hence is the right. In order to
obtain the funeral expenses, | sell to his honor Chen,
my son, for twenty tales, as proof thereof." From
this interpretation, it is difficult to express the
unique tone of Cantonese opera in the English
translation.

3.4 The Problem in Translating Rhythm

The beauty of Cantonese opera rhyme is very
important in the promotion of Cantonese opera.
How to express the rhyme and beauty of the
original Cantonese opera after translation is still a
difficult problem. In the TVB translation of Dai
Luer Fa-Xiang Yao, the length of the lyrics is more
suitable for the rhythm of the Cantonese opera
queen than the online version, so the audience can
enjoy the musical beauty of Cantonese opera in the
English translation of TVB version. Although some
English words are not ideal when extending their
pronunciation, the length of their lyrics is more
appropriate than that of online version when
matching with the rhythm of Cantonese opera. The
extended sounds of some English words in TVB
version are as follows:

#—#H % A& E: upon the al--tar | place wine.

#F 5 RAL R iR AR Let us bow deep--ly to the
God of Love.

9] $3 5 & 74k Prin--cess of the Ming Dynasty.
ARt 2 & & L. Let's drink to e--ternal night.
¥ A s8c: For--e--ver beside my love.

) Za AR Af--ter we have died these
twin trees will still look the same.

"&F#22." he said, singing for seven seconds,
but in the English translation, only 'I'm afraid was
used.' Such a translation is lacking in accuracy, and
it is difficult to achieve the original tone of
Cantonese. How to match the translated lyrics with

the rhythm of Cantonese opera is still a difficult
problem in the translation of Cantonese opera today.
Compared with version 1, version 2 considers less
about the language rhythm of Cantonese opera, so
that version 1 is indeed slightly better and is worth
learning from.

3.5 The Translation of Rhymes

English Cantonese opera Dai Luer Fa uses a
large number of end rhymes.

HRHHRBAR, H—HHERE L, FLHEFAL
&, RE&ARBER. &M0E, W2, EFEFAES
o &Fwizte, ML EERE, A EFRIERER
Since the day we say goodbye/ tears are swelling in
my eyes/ | just can't sleep all the time/ thinking of
you all the while/ why can't we try what you did/
you ever go, you made me so sad when | thought
I'd have to go on without you by my side

TOomERRASE, EEEMARE, R6 LFBRIE,
it 1 &) 2 & EAR-F 4. Oh no | am not a lucky guy/
though I know love is blind/ never thought that you
don't wine/ truly | know it was so wrong of me go
and lie.

In the above lyric translation, the vowel /ai/ is
used as the end rhyme. Some other vowels are used
in the following lyric translation:

FrE, BEIER LK, RTExHRSFHERIL.
Emperor, it's time for marriage as you are now
eighteen. Choose fami-lies whom | have
screened.("Qing Palace")

NEH x5 Early down you frown at me /
ERRERAHFEEE Late at night you shout at me /
FEALASFKE, Ky ERASRZTS | am right,
you are wrong, stand aside / 7 % R:&E FEEHFEN
Y RBMD, RAKKF, BAE, GG NERAR, —
HRBATER 2 F ERBIOREM, &irdrdr Stop your
talk/ Stop your talk/ Stop fooling around/ Beware,
beware.

A WA TAXIH RS, & K KBWALRA
Z& Early down you wait on me/ Late at night you
sing to me/ Now, you're mad, turn your head/ No
more chance, you can't go back/Can't go back/
Down with your head / ## You dare/ #r# You
dare. Each sentence follows the same vowel /e/.

ERA I 444 I'm the princess in the court /
AWML, K&K E You're my husband I'm your
Lord /£ &AM %%, &% kg Em®m Watch your
manner you gonna stop / #& X £%, XFiifeik, —
# % 414 Should anything happen. It's all your
fault.( ®4r44) Spanking the Princess).
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4. CONCLUSION

Cantonese  opera is an  outstanding
representative of Lingnan culture, and translation is
the key to cross-cultural exchanges. However, there
are many obstacles and problems in the translation
of Cantonese opera, which leads to the low output
of Cantonese opera translation. At present, the vast
majority of Cantonese opera works still lack
translation, and the existing translations have many
imperfect places, such as misinterpretation,
omission and mistranslation. Cantonese opera
translation has always been difficult. The key is the
lack of qualified theatre translators. Most
translators are not familiar with the professional
knowledge of Cantonese opera, cannot accurately
understand the Cantonese opera lyrics and dialogue,
and cannot correctly convey the original story, let
alone the verve of Cantonese opera. Cantonese
opera translation requires translators to have solid
language skills, excellent translation skills, and be
familiar with professional knowledge of Cantonese
opera art. How to improve the quality of Cantonese
opera translation is an urgent problem faced by
Cantonese opera translation in the international
communication. Therefore, efforts should be made
to cultivate excellent translators and make
contributions to promoting the excellent culture of
Cantonese opera.
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