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A starting point in order to consider poetical 
translation is to take into consideration the fact that 
a language —beyond being a social fact (Bakhtin, 
1979)—is inserted into a socio-historically situated 
space and time.1 Furthermore, languages are situated in a 
geographic space, where this space, according to Milton 
Santos (1982), is an ‘uneven accumulation of time’. For 
the translation of the Chinese language such premises 
and concepts would not be different. Therefore, for the 
non-native speaker, translator and/or reader of Chinese 
language to understand the situationality of Chinese 
poetry, it is important to consider beforehand what 
is the Chinese language or what Chinese language we 
are referring to, or better, what spacetime of Chinese 
language we are considering. Corroborating the range 
of possibilities that this discussion offers, trying to 
define what is Chinese language implies to the translator 
or reader of Chinese poetry, in particular of classical 
Chinese poetry, recognising a whole tradition and 
cultural evolution of China, as well as considering its 
strength and vigor as a spreading source of its own 
poetical, philosophical and linguistic concepts.

Therefore, be it in studies of the translation or 
philological studies, it is imperative to identify which 
Chinese language we are referring to or, even more 
important, in what spacetime or geographical space this 
language is inserted. In addition, we must keep in mind 
that the definition of what a language is or is not often 
escapes linguistic domains. As an example, we could 
comment on the supposition that Cantonese would 
only be a dialect or deviation from Mandarin due to 
both sharing the same ideographic writing system. 
So, if the ideographic writing does not necessarily 
carry phonetic markings as phonetic alphabets do, 
we cannot be induced to think that if two ‘languages’ 
share the same writing system then it is fundamental 
proof to assure us that they are only regional or accent 
variations of one language. If we share this opinion, we 
are innocently drawn to conjecture that the language 
used in the Tang Dynasty (618-906), for example, is 
the same as today since both have Chinese characters 
as a writing basis.

Following its historical evolution, the languages in 
China changed as much as the movement of its shifting 
territorial borders. Besides natural changes, common to 
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any language in the world, many 
times the language, the accent and 
the Chinese context, were altered 
according to social changes caused 
by the extinction and/or formation 
of new dynasties. It is always valid 

to remember that the language, as a social and political 
force, can come into play in relationships of power and 
hierarchy and therefore to alter a language is to create 
possibilities of altering the relationships of power. 

One thing that in most Western countries was 
always a source of fascination in the evolution of the 
Chinese language, was the perpetuation of ideographic 
writing until the present day, even if by natural 
processes of linguistic evolution many ideograms have 
been modified or lost their original meaning. On what 
concerns Chinese writing, it is interesting to signal 
that the Chinese character contributes to the creation 
of a certain Western/European imagery of China and, 
consequently, to a certain mythification of the Chinese 
ideogram as a symbol of poetical innate expression of 
the Chinese language and writing.

Probably, to the reader not familiarised with 
the ideographic forms of writing, the characters can 
generate strangeness or a certain exoticism. For the poet 
Camilo Pessanha (Coimbra, 1867–Macao, 1926), one 
of the more prominent translators of Chinese poetry 
to the Portuguese language, the Chinese ideogram 
possessed an ‘art which existence we, the Europeans 
can barely understand for it is incompatible with our 
phonetic writing’ (1993, p. 14, my own translation 
from the Portuguese). We notice then, the possibility of 
fascination with the ideogram by some Western poets 
and translators, which would help to feed the myth of 
the Orient (see Machado, 1983). About the possible 
mythification of Chinese writing in the Western world, 
James Y. Liu affirms: 

There is a fallacy still common in Western readers 
outside sinological circles, namely, that all 
Chinese characters are pictograms or ideograms. 
This fallacy on the part of some Western 
enthusiasts for Chinese poetry has had some 
curious results. Ernest Fenollosa … stressed this 
misconception and admired Chinese characters 
for their alleged pictorial qualities (1999, p. 3, 
author emphasis)

Maybe influenced by this misconception of the Chinese 
language—or, even motivated by full awareness of new 
possibilities in poetical creation—it is common to find 
in the prefaces of Chinese poetry translations to Western 
languages notes by translators explaining and warning 
about the possible visual loss caused by the absence of 
characters in Western languages or, even more, the need 
to recreate visually the poems to compensate for this loss 
(i.e. Pound, 1915; Campos, 2009).

Being conscious of this, we must be aware still 
of other peculiar characteristics of Chinese literature, 
mostly those present in classical Chinese poetry and the 
classical Chinese novel. Lin Chen 林辰	(1992, pp. 3-4 
apud Tai, 2003), warns us that the ‘insertion of poetry 
within narrative language is one of the characteristics 
of classical Chinese fiction’. Therefore, we imagine that 
the gaps created by the differences and peculiarities of 
classic Chinese literature in relation to Western literature 
create hybrid spaces where the translator of the classic 
novel/poem has, among one of their challenges, the 
paradoxical task of searching in the target language for 
something that it does not possess; the translator, then, 
(re)creates not only the Chinese language but also the 
target language. Corroborating the peculiarity of Chinese 
poetry, especially classical Chinese poetry, Portugal 
(2013, p. 202) observes that it is notable that already in 
‘the beginning of the Tang Dynasty the formal researches 
and linguistic studies had arrived to an elevated degree 
of refinement’ (my own translation from Portuguese). 
In addition, the classical Chinese poetry was a space 
with a high degree of form codification and a range 
of resources ‘in a language of symbolic possibilities 
inexistent in Western languages, [resources which] are 
virtually untranslatable in themselves’ (ibid., p. 206). 
Therefore, in this case, following one of the possibilities 
brought up by Portugal, for the translation of classical 
Chinese poetry, it would be fitting for the translator to 
try to recreate the effect of those texts by the use of sound 
and semantic resources in their languages.

Pozzana and Russo (2007, pp. 9-13), debate on 
the supposed natural poetic of Chinese language and, 
considering the concepts of Zhongguoxing 中国性 
and Zhongwenxing 中文性, brought forward by the 
Chinese poet and literary critic Yang Lian 楊煉, point 
out that Chinese truly does not offer anything else; 
nothing less to poetry than any other language. The 
poetic force, therefore, would not be in the particular 
‘determinations of the Chinese language and culture Camilo Pessanha and his dog ‘Arminho’, 1921.
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(its difference to other languages and cultures)’, that 
is, in its Zhongguoxing aspect; but in its Zhongwenxing 
facet, which would be the ‘process of artistic truth that 
comes from, and returns to, this particular cultural 
linguistic space’.

Moving away from the sphere of the discussion 
of language as poetic force and returning to the 
perspective of Chinese languages, it is necessary to 
illustrate another imperative point in the definition of 
the Chinese language in question. For that, we should 
compare different spacetimes of the Chinese language. A 
substantial change between the standard classic Chinese 
language (shanggu hanyu 上古汉語) and the standard 
modern Chinese language was clarified in the researches 
of the Japanese researcher Hashimoto Mantaro 橋本
萬太郎. In one of his articles, one in which he united 
concepts of linguist geography—or geolinguistic—to 
linguistic typology, Hashimoto (1978) sustained the 
thesis that the Chinese language, until the middle of 
the third century, was an agglutinative and synthetic 
language—such as the classic and modern Japanese— 
but that it was in a process of evolving to its current 
nature, an isolating and analytical language.

This question brought forward by Hashimoto 
may interest philologists more than translators or 
readers of classical Chinese poetry. Nevertheless, it 
is interesting to consider that the Chinese language, 
until the middle of the second century, was regarded 
as agglutinative, that probably referred to the oral 
language or the documental registers of the empire, 
since in the poetic language what we notice is an exactly 
opposing trend: Chinese presents itself as a language 
with tendencies towards the isolating and analytical. 
This speculation corroborates the proposition that in 
the classical Chinese poetry the poems were already a 
form of language apart from language, with its own 
codes and its own syntactic constructions, logical 
and contextual or, as mentioned in Portugal and Tan 
(2011, p. 21), ‘the classical Chinese poem is an altered 
linguistic space, following well-defined principles, 
frequently builds an environment that is distant 
from the “natural” language’ (my own translation, 
original text in Portuguese). Portugal (2013, p. 205), 
exploring this idea, comments ‘on what concerns 
classical Chinese poetry, this is accentuated by the 
ideogrammatic writing, the visuality, the movement 
and the musicality intrinsic to the Chinese character’ 
(my own translation).

In conclusion, 
when trying to define 
Chinese language(s) 
we are faced with a 
peculiar and intrinsic 
characteristic to the 
language and Chinese 
culture: the enormity 
of its history and its 
spacetime. For that 
reason,  concerning 
s t u d i e s  i n  p o e t i c 
translation, for either 
classical poetry or modern poetry, it does not suffice 
to discuss only the linguistic or typological nature of 
Chinese languages. Initially, what becomes urgent is to 
know that, when mentioning Chinese language, we are 
talking about a whole evolutionary group of languages, 
dynasties and cultures that culminated in what we 
today speak of as Chinese language and culture or, in 
the perspective of Yang Lian, the interplay between the 
Zhongguoxing and the Zhongwenxing. Therefore, more 
important than defining the linguistic characteristics of 
each Chinese language is to define the spacetime and the 
geographical space to which they refer or in which they 
are inserted, turning then the Chinese languages into 
only one Chinese language; but always playing upon 
its different facets and masks, just like an artist of the 
Sichuan opera, since the beginning of the Ming Dynasty, 
in the traditional piece of the changing of masks2 (bianlian 
变臉, changing of faces, in a literal translation).

A WesteRNisiNG WESTERN VIEW POINT

Is there a theory of translation that contemplates 
all languages from start to finish? Do distant languages 
deserve to have their own ‘theory’? What resources of 
the Portuguese language can we use to (re)create the 
Chinese Classical poetry? The questions maybe do not 
contribute substantially to the debate of translation as 
a subject in itself, but they seem valid when they feed 
the question of the untranslatiability or the loss and 
gain in poetic translation of Chinese to Portuguese. 
As stated before, to Pozzana and Russo the Chinese 
language, in its Zhongguoxing facet, is a language that 
would not offer anything different to other languages: 
therefore, in this matter, there would not be necessarily 
specific difficulties that differentiated it from other 
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languages in its translation. According to this line of 
thought, we add to the Zhongguoxing the function of 
instrumental language, meaning the group of linguistic 
resources and tools of Chinese in its more literal and 
mechanical aspect.

The space of poetic creation would be fitting 
for the Zhongwenxing—as described by Pozzana and 
Russo—but, furthermore, Zhongwenxing suggests it 
being the home of that which is beyond the literal 
and merely textual standard language. In it would 
reside the context, the historic, the subjective, the 
poet and the poetry, the connotation, the metaphor, 
the metonymy. Therefore, the translation of Chinese 
poetry in its Zhongwenxing facet would be beyond 
the palpable through the ‘instrumental language’, 
implying a transformation of the original, but without 
it being ‘unfaithful’ to ‘the letter’3 or to the meaning. 
Corroborating our supposition of the interplay between 
language as Zhongguoxing and cultural expression 
as Zhongwenxing, Tai (2003) tells us what in poetic 
translation:

While lexical equivalences can be handled 
more easily, a mastery of cross-cultural literary 
signification calls for an intuitive understanding 
of the cultural and aesthetic codes embedded in 
the languages of both source and target systems, 
and even then there always remains a gap between 
understanding and expression. (p. 24)

Narrowing the question of the translatability of Chinese 
to the theoretical possibility of translation of poetry in 
the prism of some Western theorists, it is interesting to 
observe that, for Paz (1992), ‘[t]he greatest pessimism 
about the feasibility of translation has been concentrated 
on poetry’ (p. 155). Octavio Paz assumes also that 
‘translation is very difficult —no less difficult than 
writing so-called original texts—but it is not impossible’ 
(ibid., p. 156), which leads us to suppose that, possibly, 
the author does not agree with the untranslatability 
of Chinese poetry to Portuguese. Collaborating even 
further to our supposition his view would be, referring 
to those who fostered that question of untranslatability 
of connotative significations, in the following extract:

Woven of echoes, reflections, and the interaction 
of sound with meaning, poetry is a fabric of 
connotations and, consequently, untranslatable. 
I must confess that I find this idea offensive, 
not only because it is based on an erroneous 
conception of what translation is. (ibid., p. 155) 

Furthermore, Paz, arguing against those who assume 
the untranslatability of poetry, comments that maybe 
what moves us is ‘their inordinate attachment to verbal 
matters, or perhaps they have become ensnared in the 
trap of subjectivity’ (p. 155). Therefore, poetry being 
first and foremost a universal experience, the poetic 
translatability should not be in the literal search of 
the meaning of words, but in the analog play of 
expression of context, emotion and meaning, items 
not just common to languages themselves, but to 
human beings. The vision of Paz over the issue of literal 
translation in poetic translation seems to complement 
the vision of Walter Benjamin (1923)4 on the poetic 
meaning and the literality of translation. According 
to Benjamin,

Fidelity in translating the individual word can 
almost never fully render the meaning it has in 
the original. For this meaning is fully realized in 
accord with its poetic significance for the original 
work not in the intended object, but rather 
precisely in the way the intended object is bound 
up with the mode of intention in a particular 
word. (pp. 160-161)

Therefore, to Benjamin, the translation of poetic 
meaning would not be attached necessarily to a list of 
lexical equivalents, but actually to the different ways 
to convey it in one language or another. It seems that 
the vision of Benjamin, as well as that of Paz, favors 
the proposition of poetic translatability, in whatever 
language it is.

We come to realise, in the perspective of those 
two authors, that there is an interesting discussion 
around the issue of the universality of poetic force, in 
the case of Paz, and, in the case of Benjamin, about the 
capturing of meaning as essence to translation of the 
ways to convey it. But it seems they still lack an approach 
to the problematic of preservation or loss of the poetic 
form in translation. To feed this discussion Berman 
(1999, p. 34) tells us:

Poser que le but de la traduction est la captation du 
sens, c’est détacher celui-ci de sa lettre, de son corps 
mortel, de sa gangue terrestre. C’est saisir l’universel 
et, laisser le particulier. La fidélité au sens s’oppose – 
comme chez le croyant et le philosophe – à la fidélité 
à la lettre. Oui, la fidélité au sens est obligatoirement 
une infidélité à la lettre.

Even though not referring specifically to the translation 
of Chinese poetry, the ideas of Berman about the 
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letter and the fidelity to the letter greatly enrich the 
discussion. The idea around fidélité à la lettre maybe 
throws us into an issue commonly debated in the 
questions of translatability of Chinese to Portuguese: 
what would be lost considering that Chinese is a tonal 
language? We see that, specially in the early decades of 
the 20th century, there is a special preoccupation with 
the problem of ideograms in the translation of Chinese 
poetry to Portuguese and other European languages (i.e. 
Camilo Pessanha in Oito elegias Chinesas and China, 
estudos e traduções), and, furthermore, there is ‘a history 
of misunderstanding by the poets and translators, that 
for a long time wished to see ... [in Chinese poetry] a 
primacy of the pictographic image over the rhythmic 
sound’(Durazzo & Jatobá).5 

Therefore, the translation of the letter, regarding 
the ideogramic and phonetic nature of Chinese, 
could possibly present itself as an impossible task or 
too foreignising. On the other hand, in this aspect, 
the translation of the letter should not be properly 
understood as ‘literal translation’, or letter by letter, 
since, in that perspective, the empty spaces themselves, 
caused by the linguistic differences between Chinese 
and Portuguese—in short, by the Zhongguoxing—would 
then be the foreignising elements. So, the translation 
of the Chinese language in the perspective of the 
translation of the letter appears acceptable, but, for that, 
possibly, excessively foreignising in the presentation of 
its form and not necessarily in the meaning.

But we believe that in the case of the classical 
Chinese poetry, the translation must be foreignising by 
nature, given its richness of codes, linguistic resources 
and specific concepts. Therefore, we suggest that a 
domesticating translation of Chinese poetry would 
bring about more losses than gains to the reader. About 
the domestication of translation on Chinese poetry, 
Magagnin (2011) says:

Dans le cas du chinois, les justifications à la pratique 
de la domestication reposeraient sur la conviction, 
chez certains traducteurs, que la langue et la culture 
chinoises, en raison de leur radicale “différence”, 
puissent être plus ou moins librement manipulées 
afin de les adapter aux convenances de la langue et 
de la culture cible

What we have noticed up to this point deals more 
specifically with the perspective of Western authors/
translators on what concerns the poetic translation and 
the problematic aspects of poetic Chinese translation. 

To add more to the discussion, it is interesting to make 
a brief revision and reference on how the problems of 
poetic translation in Chinese have been discussed and 
treated on the perspective of Chinese poets and theorists. 
In the following topic, we present a brief revision on the 
panorama of translation of Chinese poetry through the 
view of Chinese translators and poets.

A PERSPECTIVE THROUGH CHINESE 
THEORISTS AND POETS

It is interesting to take into account what some 
Western authors think about specifically on the poetic 
translatability and/or the exchange of poetic translation 
between the West and China. An immensely rich work 
on this subject can be seen in a Centennial anthology 
of sino-Occidental Poetry translation, organised by Hai 
An 海岸	(2007). 

The aforementioned work gives a dimension of 
how the issues of poetic translation of Chinese/Western 
languages have been seen in China. The issue of (un)
translatability is openly debated by literary critics, 
translation theorists and by acclaimed poets such as Xu 
Zhimo 徐志摩, Dai Wangshu 戴望舒 and Lin Yutang 
林語堂. For the purpose of this article, it would be 
impracticable to analyse all 65 essays and articles present 
in the Anthology organised by Hai An; for that, a first 
analysis (and selection) was elaborated in a fast manner, 
according to the bibliographic references of the texts. 

Of the Western theorists listed as bibliographic 
references, we observe that there were some names 
which were constantly mentioned, such as Arthur Waley 
(1918, 1919, 1923, 1939, 1946), Ezra Pound (1915) 
and Herbert A. Giles (1901, 1923). A great portion of 
the texts in the Anthology are from the first decades of 
the 20th century, but it 
is interesting to notice 
that even in the texts 
and articles after 1990 
no direct bibliographic 
reference to Berman was 
found; an author that, 
as we have revealed, 
offers a useful and 
innovative perspective 
on the literary tradition 
that is very sensitive 
to the issues of poetry X
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translation. The Chinese 
theorists commonly 
men t i oned  in  th e 
references are Yan Fu 严
复, with the concept of 
Xin Da Ya 信达雅 (xin, 
‘meaning fidelity’; da, 
‘fluenc’; ya, ‘elegance’), 
and Xu Yuanchong 許
渊冲, that presented 
his proposal of poetic 
translation based on the 
triad issues of meaning/
sound/form.

A second criteria 
for the choice of some 
of the ideas or visions 
of Chinese theorists 
presented next, was 
the consultation with 
co l l eagues  such as 
the Department of 
Portuguese Language 
a t  the  Guangdong 
University of Foreign Studies6 to evaluate the repercussion 
that the texts might have in the Chinese academic 
universe. Due to the difficult reading of the texts —at 
times extremely theoretical, at times with flourished 
and old-fashioned vocabulary—only the perspective of 
four authors on the issues of translatability of Chinese 
to Western languages were chosen. Next, we can witness 
the point of view of four poets and/or translation 
critics, respectively: Mao Dun 茅盾, Dai Wangshu, Gu 
Zhengkun 辜正坤 and Lü Shuxiang 吕叔湘.

Initially, a vision that could contribute to our 
discussion is the issue of losses in Chinese poetry. Mao 
Dun (1922) exposes from the very start questions to the 
reader such as: ‘Is translating foreign poetry possible?’, 
‘Which advantages are there in translating foreign 
poetry?’ and ‘Why translating foreign poetry?’.7 To 
Mao Dun, all poetry is endowed with a ‘spirit’ and the 
translation filled with this ‘spirit’ is only possible in very 
few situations. Besides, the translatability is very much 
dependent on the ‘nature’ of the poem. Mao Dun sees 
the translation of a poem as a possibility of ‘renovation’, 
leaving it to the translation to introduce the ‘positive 
aspects’ of the original poem to the reader of the end 
language. For the author, there are no rules or theories 

that translators should follow, but some guiding 
principles, such as, for example, the importance of 
meaning in detriment to the form, since within possible 
limitations the translator might face, it would be more 
reasonable to lose the rhythm than to lose the content 
and meaning. A passage of the text that symbolises 
what the author believes is the degree of translatability 
of a poem says that the translation, even though very 
adequate, is only a retelling of the original poem. 

But Dai Wangshu, a widely recognised Chinese 
poet, when talking about losses in a text dated back to 
1944, comments that only bad poems lose everything 
after their translation, since in those there is no true 
poetry. Since, in real poetry, no matter to which 
language it is translated, its value will remain—
something not even geographical distance or time will 
destroy. Dai Wangshu, aiming to define poetry, quality, 
form and content, says:

This is how poetry is: its quality does not depend 
on form but form the essence of its content. There 
is ‘poetry’ [real poetry, with spirit and soul] in 
the poem and, though elaborate and rare words 
are used, that is also poetry [for those are only 
form]. There is no ‘poetry’ in the poem; though 
rhythm and poetic syllables are well organized, 
they are not enough as poetry. Only the stupid 
consider that ugly women when well dressed 
become beautiful.8 (p. 99)

The comparison that he makes with the ugly woman is 
interesting, since for her there would be no salvation in 
the ‘form’, because poetry and beauty are in the essence. 
In this perspective, for the beautiful woman—or for 
the good poem—the ‘form’ in which it is presented 
is irrelevant, for the poetry in a ‘poem’ is in its innate 
poetic essence. Dai Wangshu did not comment on 
the technical minutia of problems in the translation 
of Chinese poetry, which may not contribute to our 
discussion; but, unquestionably, his reflection on 
poetic form/essence is very interesting. In closing, 
Dai demonstrates that he agrees with the possibility 
of poetic translation and comments that ‘to say “you 
cannot translate poetry” is a habitual incoherence’.9 

For Gu Zhengkun (1990), translation theorist, 
there are factors/aspects within translation: the 
fully translatable aspects, the untranslatable and 
the ‘semitranslatable’. Nevertheless, even though 
defending that in fact untranslatable aspects exist in 
poetry, Gu Zhengkun says that you cannot affirm on 
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the untranslatability of a poem since, paradoxically, 
the translatable and untranslatable aspects live within 
poetry at the same time. On the three factors/aspect of 
translation, Gu Zhengkun says:

a) the verse in line, first names, some words and 
expressions, structures and phrases of basic thought are 
totally translatable;

b) some words and expressions and the style of 
the work in relation to the presentation of its form 
are ‘semitranslatable’; however, the ‘semitranslatable’ 
aspects are subdivided in two: (a) those who lose more 
than half of their original meaning and (b) those who 
lose less than half of their original meaning;

c) the specific rhetoric, the symbology (referring 
to the cultural elements) and the melody and 
pronunciation are untranslatable.

Gu Zhengkun does not establish whether the 
adequate criteria would be to translate literally or by 
meaning, since he believes that a great portion of the 
work and choice of the translator must base itself in the 
culture of the end language. Therefore, it would be the 
translators responsibility to analyse and choose which 
options would offer the least losses.

Lastly, Lü Shuxiang (2002), touches the subject 
of form and mentions that the choice of form is an 
important problem to be debated in poetic translation. 
In the course of the article, Lü comments on many 
translations of Chinese poems to English in regard to 
the form, as to trace a panorama of what has been done 
about Chinese poems. The author tells us that there 
have been overall three options in relation to the ways 
in which the Chinese poems have been translated. The 
main options would be the metered poetry, in which 
Lü introduces us to Giles as one of the representatives; 
‘prose’ or free verse, in which the author recognises the 
translation work of Arthur Waley; and ‘(re)invented 
poetry’, in which the author refers to Ezra Pound as 
the biggest exponent of this perspective. 

FINAL CONSIDERATIONS

The aim in these brief lines was to try and 
bring the reader into a reference base in order to feed 
the discussion on the difficulties, losses and gains of 
poetic translation from Chinese to Portuguese and/
or other Western languages. Until very recently, we 
could complain about the low number of Chinese 
pieces translated directly to Portuguese or material that 

discussed the poetic translation of Chinese language 
to Portuguese. However, we have been graced with 
translations of important Chinese pieces translated 
directly to Portuguese, as for example, antologia da 
Poesia Clássica Chinesa: Dinastia tang (2013) or Poesia 
Completa de Yu Xuanji (2011). More and more abundant 
are the periodicals and magazines in the Portuguese 
language that dedicate or give space to poetic translation 
of the Chinese-Portuguese pairing or for the discussion 
on the peculiarities of Chinese Classical poetry.

In the final consideration about the Chinese 
language, the goal was to provide a panorama of the 
Chinese language and its more latent characteristics to 
the reader, in order to allow reflection on the different 
spacetimes that Chinese can posses. This analysis was 
developed based on the fact that ‘in the same way a 
translation touches the original fleetingly and only at 
the infinitely small point of meaning, in order to follow 
its own path in accord with the law of fidelity in the 
freedom of linguistic development.’ (Walter Benjamin, 
p. 163, op. cit.). As the aim of this article was to make a 
brief presentation, it was opted not to refer to the more 
profound issues of linguistic nature such as the current 
tonalities of putonghua or the changes in tone of some 
words—or even the amount of tones—in the length 
of the evolution of the Chinese language.

To the reader familiarised with the poetic 
translation of Chinese to Western languages, in the 
topic a westernizing Western view point, maybe some 
strangeness was evoked by the absence of names such as 
Ezra Pound, Ernst Fenollosa, or even Roman Jakobson. 
Our proposal was exactly to bring new names to the 
discussion. With the same intent, a perspective through 
Chinese theorists and poets was developed. Therefore, we 
can verify that even without having dealt directly with 
names such as Pound and Fenollosa, we eventually 
‘returned’ to their names due to the immense influence 
they have exerted in the translation of Chinese poetry 
and to the Chinese and Western translators.

To conclude, we imagined that such a complex 
and fascinating topic would not be of easy analysis, 
but we do not believe it to be impossible. On what 
concerns a language and culture as millennial history, 
other specific issues of translation have to be addressed. 
The issue itself of the loss in tonal sonority of Chinese 
is an issue that, contrary to the imagetic force of the 
character, is worthy of more specific discussion in the 
field of Chinese poetry translation to Portuguese. 

1 In this piece there will be references made to the notions of time and 
space to situate which contexts of Chinese language or poetry we are 
referring to. The term spacetime, commonly used in the exact sciences, 
will be applied as an equivalent to time and space. Therefore, in this 
piece, time and space and spacetime will be interchangeable.

2 In case the topic interests the reader, I recomend watching part of the 
performance of bianlian, from the Sichuan opera. Vídeo available in 
http://v.youku.com/v_show/id_XMTYzNTY3NjE2.html.

3 About the ‘fidelity to the letter’ (fidélité à la letter) refer to Berman. 
La traduction et la lettre ou l’auberge du lointain, op. cit.

4 Original essay published in 1923, titled Die aufgabe des Übersetzers. 
The translation reference was translated by Steven Rendall (1997), 
it can be found in http://id.erudit.org/iderudit/037305ar. 

5 In ‘Escalando uma tradução coletiva’, of Durazzo & Jatobá, article 
to be published.

6 I thank Prof. Shang Xuejiao for the help in clearing questions on the 
translation of excerpts in Chinese language. I thank also Zhao Chuxin, 

a dear former student, who introduced me first to the problems of 
Chinese poetry translation from the point of view of Chinese theorists 
and shared with me some of her ideas developed in her Bachelor’s 
thesis (translations of Libai in Portuguese Language—unpublished 
graduation thesis).

7 Original questions in Chinese: ‘翻譯外国詩是不是“可能”? 
[…] 翻譯外国詩有什么好处	 […]‘為什么要翻譯外国是?’  
(p. 19). 

8 The word 詩	(shi) in Chinese can be a generic term to refer to poetry. 
For that, it is what opted to translate it either as ‘poetry’ or as ‘poem’, 
to express the interplay between ‘true poetry’ and ‘form’ proposed by 
the author. Original text: ‘詩也是如此,它的佳劣不在形式而在內
容。有‘詩’的詩，詩雖以佶屈聱牙的文字寫來也是詩；沒

有‘詩’的詩，雖韵律齐整音節鏗鏘，仍然不是詩。只有鄉

愚才会把穿了彩衣的丑婦當作美人’。(p. 99).
9  Original text: ‘說“詩不能翻譯”是一个通常的錯誤’。(p. 99).

NOTES
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