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Translating and reconstructing Ming-Dynasty costume imagery in Chinese opera

Xi Zhang, Xue Xia"

School of Foreign Languages, Donghua University, Shanghai

[ Abstract] Costume imagery in Ming dynasty drama embodies social identity, emotional expression, and cultural
symbolism, forming an essential part of theatrical narrative and aesthetics. When translated into English, these culturally
embedded images often risk semantic reduction or symbolic loss. Through a comparison of translations by Cyril Birch and
Xu Yuanchong, this study examines how differing translation philosophies and aesthetic aims shape the reconstruction of
costume imagery across languages. The findings suggest that effective translation of such imagery requires balancing
cultural preservation with target-reader accessibility, employing strategies such as explicitation and poetic re-creation to
maintain the symbolic and aesthetic functions of costume in cross-cultural contexts.
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YFi¥: Yang: Judging by the silk towel, I think the
sender must be she.

[1#%: Yang: This kerchief is woven of the finest silk.
I'll wager nine to one that it is hers.

ORI R RNVEE Y, &R T &
FEO R, i EAE BRI P3N “silk towel”
AU EIL “UKRA” BIEY] . MMEAFER SR
R, ALK S BGR Gk Ak, VT i 894y — B
AE R . ORI AN S R R RS, Ry <K
H¥F 7 #A “akerchief... woven of the finest silk” ,
MU 5t HRET, ARBGE I F RS AR BT
MEONHAR, R T AEXR AL S b DL 3515 K R AR
B VFIREIEDRE IR SCRT RE M 99 I Ui 55 1575 S8 IR N AR 45
I 2 G I 5T M i 1 5 RAE A i B A SRR e, AT AR
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B2 “EBE”

JASC: CNEIEA) REREE. () H
N, R, BERCHI R, fEsh— S &

VFP: Mother (Casting the die): Five, it is the fan
pendant....

Hou (Singing): The beauty of the Southern land

Holds you not in sleeves but in hand.

You follow her as summer fan

Brings her fragrant breeze when you can.

FH1¥: [Chants]: This came from the south for my
beauty to wear;

It should hang from her fan like a moon in midair,

To sway and swing at her every turn,

Catching the breeze from her fragrant hair.

BB LL “ &R N E g, v
BESEANRS, 2L THIRESEE. “HEE
NI B 5 L S Bk &R, “ ARl B3
RO IHIE G WA, “BERHIER, fEa—5
B” LEE S E MRS R R, T
2, BT, MY BRSNS Ve 2 Ak
A SR AL, Ll “summer fan”  “fragrant breeze”
BB 5 hE, i “fwah—5%F” MERERET
ZA . AZEAM A SR Y K S, K A
BA” PE{E “hang from her fan like a moon in midair” ,

PAH SR L i i 5 RE IR E R, i b
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3 “HR”

JESC: SRR, BRESEND, HHI7IEIEE. H1
R, S| LM

¥ Hou (Singing to the tune of Liangzhou Prelude):

We read verse and prose as we please

Among flowers and willow trees.

What felicity is on the way

For us today?

My blue gown clings to you,

As happy as the poet in Yangzhou.

F1%: Hou [rings] : In the company of famous flowers
and willows,

Daily I write of love in jewelled rhymes,

Like Tu Mu of Yangchow,"! clad in silken robes,

Entirely given to painting my beauty’s eyebrows

And teaching her perfection on the flute.

This very moment spring begins anew;...

5. Tu Mu, 803-852, Tang poet famous for the number
and beauty of his concubines and singing-girls.

AFIIE TR R 2 SO NTOETEMD . DT XU O E 5
B, “HRT KREAKR RSN IR, 5 I
P ETRAE G AT AL IR
fiE. “HRAMRE” 5 /NN 7 AHIERL, B2 DA
W NAEHCE LG, ARk H B S XA AU Rl A SO AU .
VFIH 1% SC “My blue gown clings to you, as happy as
the poet in Yangzhou” & &M, KiAHE, H “blue
gown” REEWES “FAE” BN,  “poet in
Yangzhou” ARBHF LM, MK REHER
FAHPTBHA . AZECHIRAMZ 44 “Like Tu Mu of
Yangchow, clad in silken robes” , FFILIERBENHIRFA
B ghp
of his concubines and singing-girls” , 7&/r#5~ H H
A Pl S0 RAL S KR R I SEus ik H AR

“Tang poet famous for the number and beauty
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il 4 “HBEaah”

JASC: RBRLLANSS, SO RITeE,
T T RN, RIS X YA, WA,
P2 .

¥ 1i¥: Yang (Singing to the tune of A Sprig of
Flowers):

Peach blossoms red as brocade fine

Intoxicate as beauty's wine.

The phoenix spreads its golden wing

To beautify the noonday spring.

From golden cup comes wit,

The incense burner lit.

Who will enjoy the pure delight

Of the rosy-sleeved beauty fair and bright?

I am Yang Wencong coming with the dowry for
Fragrant Lee.

1% : Yang Wen-ts'ung [entering in festive garb,
singing]:

Like red embroidery, the peach blossoms

Make patterns on the lady's banquet board;

The screens are spread like golden peacocks' tails;

Scent floats from the heraldic incense-burner.

The crimson lady seated by the stovel!l

Is the ideal mate for him to cherish.

1. An allusion to Ssu-ma Hsiang-ju, died 117 B.C., a
Han dynasty poet whose singing so captivated the young
widow Cho Wen-chiin that she eloped with him. They set
up a small wine shop, where she served the customers and
he washed the cups. Shamed by such hippie conduct, her
wealthy father took them back into his favour. Ssu-ma’s
fame as a poet reached the Emperor Wu-ti, who appointed
him to high office.

KRB LVEM A HH RS Mos R84 A
A TAHENBCRS Y, Hoh Y247 B AWICE
MY P, KRR 2 A SR E OV EAE
W LT Ge “ Ll AR MR G KHERE AR 575 AH
PERI SO RAE, SEJ& P [ SO “ & R
WERY . MMM “L 7 BEA “rosy-sleeved
beauty” , RO SLMIER, ¥ “CHAYT” KX
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TN B i I s i s 0 515 RPN, HZ MEZL48” ¥ “Black scholar’s cap and crimson skirt” ,
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Bl SRR G S I IEEBE, AR 0 IR B RAE BB bR 1) A
SRR IH B A S A ). F11%: Keep away from the leopards and wolves,

33 LMK EHEL The apes who wear the robes of government.

B 0 R i ] 3 DAAE AR T 2N d8 T A On Three Mountain Street the mob is like a torrent.
S M E 5 R, LR CRENT BRI Stk ABCEIE LA “Teb s S LR R R B AR ik A Al
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S ERREE S RERITEREERAEE, B8 WRRONEE. B TR0 KA R ARALH] 5L
RAESER R A O O, R BAAC R, FEE R SRAT SRR B b, SCE R O B AR K AR
Jigeik BARIE R E AR R S NS 5HRERE . A, B REFERMR, ATVIER, SMGEE. X
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SRR, WE AN BERHE . 42 Gkt 200 44 Ak, i A0 ff B 1 ¥ “iw” 7N “robes of government” , f#i H

R PRIE L BE B AR AL T PRI 0T SR B AL ) 454
FH¥: Black scholar’s cap and crimson skirt appear HITCABTCREM B 5. RALsRAL KR B AT e, A Ak

to strains of music, EA I 2 4 7E BB B R R SRR A J) . Bk4h,
How full of grace against the setting sun “wear the robes of government” 7 G fiE EL4MR KRS
By yonder willow bank! Poet and beauty, B HIE SRR R Z R B R4 . B R
Companions in natural harmony, 1) R 2 5 R I B AR B AT S HEVE Y il
As a handsome boat should sail near handsome A, B B R A S R, SR AR A B I

houses. i S AL 9 JE T )4t ) B P AE I S A B 4 45 DL e
KB AR NSRRI AR, 50 Ao 361 fREd, 2L A R YLREE SIRTTRE.

B L 52T IR 5. “SBIE” RAESTAN Bl 7 “FHARNIE”

BB KRR ER S bnid, RAEHERES 41 XE JRSC: () M REEH, A HIEZR, REAR /D

“CLLRR” FR AR A TTEE NI R . B — B, fEMAME, EHER.
2L, TR B AR ST B, s T RS R it T F41%: Ma: This place is out of bounds. You’re dressed

FEANIE AT R X . B B0 “ W PE &) as an ordinary clerk and should not be here at all. Please

W R SRR A EERUERENIKE,  retire quickly.

KRER S R AEZEHRE A O, TR 5 AR I W A o T R B A AR A
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