Lost in Translation:

A Dialogue with Henry Rosemont,
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When you pick up a book or sacred text that
has been translated from another language
into yours, what do you hope to find?
An exact word-for-word substitution? A
work as lyrical or powerful as the original?
One that puts ancient words into modern
language that you can easily comprehend?
Or something else?

Audience expectations were just one of
the many translation-related issues raised and
discussed by Henry Rosemont, Jr., scholar,
Visiting Professor of Religious Studies at
Brown University, and translator of such
Chinese texts as the Analects of Confucius,
at a meeting held at Berkeley Buddhist
Monastery on October 5, 2013. Among
the many attendees were Rev. Heng Sure,
Dharma Master Heng Yin, UC Berkeley
Professor Michael Nylan, and Dr. Martin

Verhoeven.
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No mere theoretical exercise, this discussion was of

immediate practical interest to the audience. Most are involved
in group projects to translate Buddhist writings —including
the Avatamsaka Sutra and Chan Master Han Shan’s Wandering
in a Dream —from Chinese into English. They know firsthand
the hours that can be spent trying to figure out where a Chinese
sentence ends, or seeking a word in English to represent a
concept that exists nowhere in Western culture.

The translation process is made even more challenging, noted
Dr. Rosemont, by a phenomenon described by the biographers
of the philosopher Ludgwig Wittgenstein: “Anyone who writes
anything worth reading says more than he intends.” In other
words, great texts are rich in layers of spoken and unspoken
meaning. Our understanding of their meaning can change over
time, too; particularly, as Dr. Nylan noted, because “the insight
that people have into the time period changes”.

The good news is that translation “by committee” is proving
to be an effective way to unpack those layers of meaning.
Rev. Heng Sure declared, “It can be a 20-minute struggle,
but then out pops a conclusion that none of us had reached
independently.”

All agreed that no one translation can do itall, or please every
reader. That doesn’t necessarily mean that any one translation
is bad or “wrong”. But a translator should, according to Dr.
Rosemont, become aware of what goal he or she is attempting
to reach, and of the choices that must inevitably be made along
the way. Beyond that, he says, “You have to think in creative

»
ways. Preserve the elegance, too”. &
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