Language, ldentity, and Translation
in J. M. Synge’s The Playboy of the Western World

ABSTRACT

John Millington Synge (1871--1909) is arguably one of the best Irish playwrights of the twentieth century. His
play titled The Playboy of the Western World is the most popular work in the Abbey Theater, which was founded
by W.B. Yeats and his contemporaries in 1904. Some critics argue that Synge s skillful blend of comic scenes and
serious topics, coupled with his unique adoption of Hiberno-English, makes it challenging for readers to
understand the play. Based on my reading of Synges The Playboy of the Western World, the translated versions
of the playfrom English to Chinese, and translation theories relevant to the study, this paper discusses the nexus
between Synge and Irish identity as well as how Synge used the English language in different ways, how
language and identity are inextricably linked via The Playboy and the Western World and its Chinese
translation.
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INTRODUCTION & LITERATURE REVIEW

The enormous impact of language on shaping one’s identity has been widely accepted. In a
similar fashion, as contemporary translation theorists such as Susan Bassnett and André
Lefevere argue, translation is never a value-free endeavor but something which carries one’s
subjectivity and the influence of hegemony in certain socio-cultural contexts (1998, pp.
135-138). Notably, language is often a subjective choice, and translation is normally
indicative of the translator’s personal evaluation. Both language and translation help highlight
the fluctuating nature of one’s identity and the dynamism of literary meaning. This dynamic
interplay between language and literature becomes much more complicated when the literary
text is itself a hybrid of diverse languages and to a certain extent an outcome of translation.
John Millington Synge’s play The Playboy of the Western World is an illustration. This paper
discusses the complexities of language features in relation to literary meanings and
interpretations by investigating the interlocking relationship between language, translation,
and identity in Synge’s The Playboy of the Western World and its Chinese translations.

Synge is one of the best twentieth-century Irish writers. Among his plays, The
Playboy of the Western World is highly-regarded by critics and the public. The play is
the most popular work in the Abbey Theater, founded by Yeats, Synge, and Gregory in
1904 (Grene, 2009, p. 154; Morash, 2005, p. 329). As Nicholas Grene contends,
Synge’s blend of comic scenes and serious topics renders it much more challenging
when interpreting the play (1985, pp. 132-33). Although Synge is not a prolific
playwright, his leverage in Irish literature over the last century has been on the rise
(Mathews, 2009, p. 3). Synge’s plays inspire not only contemporary Irish playwrights
Brian Friel, Tom Murphy, and Frank McGuinness, but also American playwrights like
Eugene O’Neill, Australian playwrights like Louis Esson, European playwrights such as
Bertolt Brecht, and West Indian writers such as Derek Walcott. According to P. J.
Mathews, of the limited numbers of literary works written by Synge, The Playboy of the
Western World is arguably the most influential and well-known; Mathews even
acclaims it as “a work of dramatic excellence” (2009, p. 4). By the same token,
Anthony Roche maintains that Synge’s sustaining influence on contemporary Irish
playwrights sees no sign of waning, which is an unparalleled achievement in
twentieth-century Irish literature (2009, p. 173).

In twentieth-century Irish drama, Synge is famous for depicting the west of Ireland in
unique Irish English. Synge’s creation is closely related to diverse languages and translations.



As Roche argues, compared with the other writers of the Irish Literary Revival such as Yeats
and Lady Gregory, Synge is evidently more adept in a wide range of languages, including
French, German, Hebrew, Irish, and English (2013, p. 46-47). Based on my reading of The
Playboy of the Western World, and the translations of the play, mostly by Perng Ching-his and
Chang Tsung-chi, from English to Chinese, coupled with translation theories relevant to the
study, this paper discusses the nexus between Synge and the Irish identity, how Synge used
the English language differently, how language and identity are inextricably linked via The
Playboy and the Western World and its Chinese translations.

| argue that Synge’s use of Irish English echoes his pragmatic attitude toward the Irish
identity—while catering to the reality that the English language is dominant in the twentieth
century, it accentuates a similar-but-not-exactly-identical identity politics that demarcates the
speaker’s peculiar characteristics. It is this peculiarity that makes reading Synge’s plays
challenging and, consequently, the translation of his plays much more demanding. This
difficulty has been previously examined. Johannes Kleinstuck testifies to the “difficulty, if not
the impossibility, of translating him” (1979, p. 272). This challenge is echoed by Anthony
Roche, who notes that in view of the difficulty of Synge’s language, Max Meyerfeld, the first
translator of Synge’s play The Well of the Saints into German, even asked Synge for help to
translate his Hiberno-English into plain English (2013, p. 55). According to Roche, this
exemplary difficulty derives from the fact that “Synge fashioned a distinctive dramatic speech
of his own, but one whose sheer originality resisted translation” (2013, p. 55).

Although the plethora of existing research on Synge’s use of language is insightful,
these research findings mainly focus on language and identity in the Irish context. By
bringing the two Chinese translations of The Playboy of the Western World into discussion,
this paper contributes to broadening the scope of extant research. Notably, via a comparative
study of Synge’s play and its translations, the language features typical of Synge’s plays and
cultural identity relevant to these language attributes are highlighted. This is because while
rendering the familiar unfamiliar (for English readers) and the unfamiliar familiar (for
Chinese readers), translations and relevant discussions enable us to investigate Synge’s
language and identity anew, utilizing a different vision.

LANGUAGE POLITICS AND THE IRISH IDENTITY
Irish had been widely used before the British invasion of Ireland in the twelfth century. In the
fourteenth century, “The Statute of Kilkenny” (1366) outlawed the use of the Irish language
and customs by the English who lived in the part of Ireland under British rule. Henry VIII’s
“Act for the English Order, Habite, and Language” (1537) was a significant attempt by the
colonizers to start the Anglicization of the native Irish. However, these efforts were not
effective in wiping out the use of Irish in Ireland. The Irish language did not come under
pressure until the seventeenth century, when the Irish were defeated by the British. In the
eighteenth century, an increasing number of Irish people turned to English for having more
power under the British system. In the nineteenth century, more and more Irish used English
because the Irish language was associated with poverty, defeat, and hunger. This is primarily
because many poor and underprivileged Irish speakers died in the Great Famine during 1845
and 1849. The decline of Irish reached its apex by the end of the nineteenth century, with
roughly 38000 Irish speakers in 1891 (Mac GiollaChriost, 205, p. 102). Language enthusiasts
insisted that urgent measures be taken to curb such a drastic decline. Therefore, the Gaelic
League, launched and led by Douglas Hyde in 1893, was established to help stop the Irish
language from fading. Hyde’s thought-provoking essay “The Necessity for De-Anglicising
Ireland” delivered in 1890 was pivotal in calling his compatriots’ attention to the important
role language plays against the colonizer.



Aside from the efforts made by Gaelic League to promote Irish and depreciate English,
Irish people’s antipathy to British colonization and the enforced language policy are
evidenced in the language strategies adopted by some Irish writers such as James Joyce,
Samuel Beckett, and Synge. In A Portrait of the Artist as a Young Man, Stephen Daedalus’s
notion that “[t]he language in which we are speaking is his before it is mine .... | cannot
speak or write these words without unrest of spirit. His language, so familiar and so foreign,
will always be for me an acquired speech” showcases the Irish’s (probably Joyce’s own)
uneasiness about using English (Joyce, 1996, p. 172). Joyce’s playful experiment with the
English language is so idiosyncratic that some academics even regard Joyce’s writings as his
revenge on the English language (Bernstein, 1994, p. 269). Moreover, the fact that Beckett
chooses to expatriate and use French as the medium of his literary creation signifies this
Nobel laureate’s strategic resistance to the imposed colonial language (Talib, 2002, p. 29).

Unlike Joyce and Beckett, Synge turns to adopting Irish English, a special variant of
standard English, by combining both Gaelic and English. This type of English, also called
Hiberno-English, Gaelic English, or Irish English, which is greatly influenced by the
traditional Irish language, features difference in pronunciation, vocabulary, or syntax (Todd,
1989, pp. 36-46). For example, Synge uses many words from Irish English in The Playboy of
the Western World. In the play, the word “devil” becomes “divil” (2008, pp. 75, 79, 96, 99),
and the word “paralytic” is replaced by “parlatic” (2008, p. 109). Instead of saying “thirsty”
and “darling,” “droughty” (2008, p. 78) and “darlint” (2008, p. 109) are used respectively.
The linguistic featuresof Irish English can also be found in some special usage and spelling.
In Sygne’s play, the word “saw” is replaced by “seen,” so readers can read something like “Is
it a man you seen?” (2008, p. 71). Moreover, readers will find some ungrammatical spellings
or expressions, so “hurted” (2008, p. 71) rather than “hurt” is used in the lines. Additionally,
sentences such as “The peelers is fearing him”(2008, p. 78) obviously deviate from standard
use of English.

In addition to the difference in pronunciation, spelling, and vocabulary, Irish English is
characterized by its distinctive syntax. The omission of relative pronouns is a case in point.
Accordingly, in Synge’s The Playboy of the Western World, you will read sentences like “Is it
you’s the man killed his father” (2008, p. 88), or “And he a poor fellow would get drunk on
the smell of a pint” (2008, p. 99). Additionally, abundant use of non-standard present
participle recurs in the play, such as “Isn’t it long the nights are now, Shawn Keogh, to be
leaving a poor girl with her own self counting the hours to the dawn of day?”’ (2008, p. 70)
and “What right have you to be making game of a poor fellow for minding the priest” (2008,
p. 73). Another unusual usage is the word “and,” which is often used to connect a subordinate
clause without any finite verb. For example, in Synge’s play, readers will find expressions
such as “And you that length walking the world” (2008, p. 89) and “With that sun came out
between the cloud and the hill, and it shining green in my face” (2008, p. 91). Moreover, the
word “when” is used differently in Irish English because it is often followed by structures
with the future tense rather than the present tense. Examples can be found in Synge’s The
Playboy: “Well, God bless you, Christy, and a good rest till we meet again when the sun’ll be
rising to the noon of the day” (2008, p. 79). Furthermore, words such as “the way,” “in a way,’
and “the ways” mean “thus” and “so” in Irish English, which also recur in Synge’s play: “Ten
thousand blessings upon all that’s here, for you’ve turned me a likely gaffer in the end of all,
the way I’ll go romancing through a romping lifetime from this hour to the dawning of the
Judgment Day” (2008, p. 121). Another important usage widely employed in Synge’s play is
the “be + after” structure, which is used along with a recently finished action in Irish English.
For example, in Act I, when Shawn Keogh, Pygeen Mike’s fiancée, reminds her of their
relationship, he remarks: “Aren’t we after making a good bargain, the way we’re only waiting
these days on Father Reilly’s dispensation from the bishops, or the Court of Rome” (2008, p.
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70). A similar structure is used in the same Act when Widow Quin tells Pygeen, “I am after
meeting Shawn Keogh and Father Reilly below, who told me of your curiosity man, and the
fearing by this time he was maybe roaring, romping on your hands with drink” (2008, p. 83).
By the same token, in Act II, when Old Mahon complains to Widow Quin about Christy, he
growls, “Amn’t I after saying it is himself has me destroyed, and he a liar on walls, a talker of
folly, a man you’d see stretched the half of the day in the brown ferns with his belly to the sun”
(2008, p. 99). Taken together, these adaptations of English in Synge’s The Playboy of the
Western World demonstrate salient features of Irish English.

Why did Synge determine to use the English language in this peculiar way? In the
Preface written for The Playboy of the Western World, Synge expressed the rationale for his
choice of words. According to Synge, most expressions in the play, which come from
everyday conversions he learns in the countryside, mirror the language commonly used by
Irish villagers. Many dialogs in the play, Synge acknowledged, derive either from the
conversations of farmers and fishermen along the coast from Kerry to Mayo, or from
beggar-women or ballad singers near Dublin (2008, p. 67). It is this poetic language and the
unique cultural surroundings in the great outdoors in Ireland that inspire Synge and nurture
his imagination. As Synge specifies near the end of the Preface,

In a good play every speech should be as fully flavoured as a nut or apple, and
such speeches cannot be written by anyone who works among people who have
shut their lips on poetry. In Ireland, for a few years more, we have a popular
imagination that is fiery and magnificent, and tender; so that those of us who wish
to write start with a chance that is not given to writers in places where the
springtime of the local life has been forgotten, and the harvest is a memory only,
and the straw has been turned into bricks. (2008, p. 68)
In other words, Synge considers wild nature in the countryside crucial in providing Irish
writers with creative imagination, making their writings exceptional. In addition, Irish writers
benefit a lot from the musical and melodious Irish English, which is characterized by its
difference in vocabulary, pronunciation, and syntax. Crucially, while re-fashioning and
re-inventing the traditional English language via Irish English, Synge casts into doubt the
validity of standard English brought by colonizers and simultaneously articulatesa particular
cultural identity. This language strategy is in keeping with many Celtic Revivalists’
expectation “to create a literature that, though English in language, should be Irish in
character” (Beckett, 1988, p. 54).

Language has constantly been taken as a significant element in highlighting one’s
identity (Joseph, 2004, p. 94). Using the same language is widely adopted as an important
criterion in evaluating different individual’s national identity. The hybridized Irish English,
which creates a language that is almost the same but with clear difference, provides the Irish
with an approach to their individual identity, differentiating themselves from their colonizers
linguistically, culturally, and politically. Given the dedication of the Gaelic League led by
Douglas Hyde and the endeavors of Irish Literary Revivalists, this consolidation of cultural
identity through language is significant. According to Patrick J. Duffy, to promote the national
spirit, Yeats and Synge devoted themselves to eulogizing the indigenous culture asembodied
by the West of Ireland (1997, pp. 64-66). However, Synge is by no means a radical cultural
nationalist who is so all-embracing to everything Irish as to be blind to the problems of
hislocal culture. Identifying himself a mild nationalist (Synge, 1982, p. 13), Synge approaches
his own culture, positive and negative aspects alike, in a practical way.In The Playboy of the
Western World, Synge alludes to the British colonizer’s hegemony. One episode in Act | refers
to police’s intrusion intolocal people’s peaceful everyday life (2008, pp. 74-75). Additionally,
Synge’s criticism of some landlords’ maltreatment of their tenants is conspicuous in the play
(2008, pp. 53-54). Nonetheless, aside from his critique ofcolonial exploitation, Synge never



turns a blind eye to drawbacks in Irish society. For example, manipulation of the Catholic
Church is satirized in Synge’s depiction of Shawn Keogh, a cowardly character whois overly
preoccupied with religion and isunduly manipulated by the dictates of the Catholic Church.
Therefore, as he told Pegeen’s father, “I’m afeard of Father Reilly, and what at all would the
Holy Father and the Cardinals of Rome be saying if they heard I did the like of that™ (2008, p.
72).

In a similar vein, Synge’s criticism of his native land extends to its use of language.
Notwithstanding his compliments on the Irish language, Synge is aware of the disadvantages
of Irish culture. More than once, Synge castigatesthe Gaelic League for their over-idealized
efforts to promote Irish language and culture because, according to Synge, such efforts are
deceptive and irresponsible (Titley, 2009, pp. 95-97). As Synge argues in “Can We Go Back
into Our Mother’s Womb,” a letter written to the Gaelic League, it is naive to expect all Irish
people to speak Gaelic in the near future as the language is steadily on the decline (1982, p.
399). Discontented with this whimsical thinking, he asserts that “[t]he Gaelic League is
founded on a doctrine that is made up of ignorance, fraud and hypocrisy” (1982, p. 399).

Synge’s practical attitude toward his native culture, in conjunction with his Anglo-Irish
background, illustrates his selecting Irish English rather than pure Irish as the language of his
creation. According to Declan Kiberd, Synge may have attempted to write his plays in Irish
but gave up because, while he had a good command of spoken Irish, his Irish writing
competence was not good enough for literary creation (1993, p. 92). Therefore, Irish English
serves as the best medium for Synge in his plays. This deliberate choice of language helps
him to broaden his readership, allowing both Irish and English speakers to have access to his
works. Simultaneously, while the unique characteristics of Irish English are accentuated, the
colonized people’s political and cultural awareness, one which is characterized by a strong
Irish identity,is highlighted. Therefore, as critic George Cusack contends, “[r]ather than
fetishizing the pre-colonial past, Synge sought to unlock its potential to disrupt the colonial
identity projected onto Ireland by England and thus create a new identity” (2009, p. 121).
Additionally, according to Nursen Gomceli and James Allan, by means of the hybrid of
Hiberno-English, Synge succeeds in integrating a traditional language (Gaelic) with a new
language (English) and simultaneously demonstrates that “a unique national identity distinct
from the identity imposed by the colonizing power can be formed” (2015, p. 114).

However, Synge’s comic portrayal of the villagers and Irish women who live in the
countryside in the Irish language enraged headstrong nationalists, causing the turmoil in the
Abbey Theater when the play was first performed in 1907. The riot and its aftermaths were so
torrential that Yeats had to endorse Synge, scolding the rioters for their vulgarity and lack of
culture (Hirsh, 1988, p. 101; King, 2004, p. 88). As Christopher Murray asserts, although in a
sense Synge is involved in disseminating Irish nationalism, he is a satirical revolutionary
(1997, p. 87). Consequently, the image of Ireland in Synge’s plays is far from idealistic, and
this pragmatic attitude to one’s own culture, positive and negative alike, pushes for a thorough
self-reflection of the Irish society (1997, p. 87). By the same token, according to Shaun
Richards, The Playboy is set in the West of Ireland, a sanctuary for Irish nationalists, but
Synge never hesitates to criticize the Irish society in the lines (2009, pp. 28-29). Taken
together, these arguments throw into relief Synge’s eclecticism in promoting the merits of
Irish culture and scrutinizing its own shortcomings simultaneously.

SYNGE, THE PLAYBOY, AND TRANSLATION
What is the best way to translate has been a matter of contention among translation academics.
To clarify the effectiveness of translation in different languages, American scholar Eugene
Nida puts forward the notion of equivalence, including formal equivalence and dynamic
equivalence (1964, p. 159). According to Nida, formal equivalence stresses the consistency



between receptor language and source language in both form and content. In comparison,
dynamic equivalence requires that the connection between translation and targeted readers be
tantamount to that between the source language and its readers. In other words, formal
equivalence emphasizes the one-to-one correspondence between the source language and the
target language and is thus similar to the traditional concept of direct translation. Dynamic
equivalence pays special attention to re-capturing the essence of the source language in the act
of reading. As a result, it is closer to free translation. In Chang’s rendition of The Playboy,
although no specific theory is referred to, Nida’s concept of dynamic equivalence seems to be
followed. This is because the main concern in Chang’s translation is to introduce Synge’s
original text to Chinese readers by adopting the vocabulary and syntax appropriate for the
target language and its social context.

Take the title The Playboy of the Western World as an example. It is often translated

literally as {Fa5 tHFREITETE/AF) (Xi Fang Shi Jie De Hua Hua Gong Zi), generally a
faithful translation of the source language in choice of word. However, this rendition is

problematic because while it adheres to the literal meanings of the words (e.g." P75 5% | (xi

—+ 4

fang shi jie) for “western world” and " 1/E4E72F 4 for “playboy”), the heroic image of the

protagonist is missing in this translation. Crucially, most translators are concerned about a
direct translation of the source language to the neglect of the rich allusions embedded in the

title. Guo Mo Ruo(Zl5 A %), a famous writer in the early decades of twentieth-century Chinese
literature, uses { FAILAYHEGE ) (Xi Yu De Jian Er, or An Athletic Hero of the Western World
literally) and Perng Ching-hsi (&#%1&), a poet and drama scholar from National Taiwan

University, adopts { FE/5E5 ) (Xi Fang Nan Er) respectively in their translations. Both
renditions highlight Christy’s muscularity, but neither of them takes into account his duality

(with both heroic and villainous qualities). Additionally, the words " 7833 ; (xiyu)or " 7h

73 1 (xi fang) used by both translators may confuse some readers because the wordings allude

to something related to Buddhism. In fact, the main character is endowed with a range of
personalities throughout the play. Christy is described in the following fashionin Act | when
he is introduced to the audience:“CHRISTY MAHON, a slight young man, comes in very
tired and frightened and dirty” (2008, p. 74). However, in Act I, Christy turns out to be a hero
who “killed his father” (2008, p. 88). When Old Mahon, Christy’s father, appears in Act Il and
recounts Christy’s disloyalty and rudeness in the act of attacking his own father, he becomes a
loser: “And he the devil a robber, or anything else, but a dirty, stuttering lout” (2008, p. 99). In
view of Christy’s multifaceted features, encompassing both goodness and evil, integrity and
wickedness, as well as elegance and vulgarity, Chang, an Irish study scholar, translates the
title into { FAELYE 7 22%E ) (Xi Bu Pi Zi Ying Xiong). The word " & | (pi) in Chinese means “a
local rascal and a crime-committer.”® This translation better re-presents Synge’s combination
of humor, laughter, meanness, cowardice, coyness, and valor in the main character.

Notably, Synge is not only a playwright but a translator. Among his translations, he is
most remembered for rendering Petrarch’s sonnets into English. However, compared with his
plays, Synge’s translations of medieval and Renaissance poetry have been less investigated, a
phenomenon which is prevalent in world literature because, as Reed Way Dasenbrock argues,
“translations tend to receive less attention than original compositions” (1985, p. 33). Although
Synge did not present his translation theory in a systematic fashion, his notions of translation

1See Cai 886 for more information.



are available in his prose writings. For example, in “A Translation of Irish Romance,” a
review of A. H. Leany’s Heroic Romance of Ireland, Synge identifies the qualities of an
excellent translator, including fearlessness, enthusiasm, and the scholar’s conscience™ (1982,
p. 373). These criteria are general, but they demonstrate Synge’s view that translation is a
very demanding task that requires valor, commitment, and a great sense of responsibility to
reflect textual realities. However, it is not only faithfulness that counts, but the translator’s
efforts to mirror the “spirit” and “style” of original texts (1982, p. 372-373). According to
Synge, “plain literal” translations of literature, especially literature in verse versions, makes
them “somewhat unattractive” because while the main ideas are kept, the style and flavor is
gone at the same time (1982, p. 371). This can be further illustrated by discussing an episode
and its translations in Act 11.

Christy (Impressively) With the sun came out between the cloud and the hill, and

it shining green in my face. ‘God have mercy on your soul,” says he, lifting a

scythe. ‘Or your own,” says |, raising the loy. (Synge, 2008, 91)

f0ET: (MNREN%R) RIS - KEMAZ IBHIR - BRI RE
B o T ERF Ol BRIV EBSRNE | | MERZ R —1E#R ) ;" AR 0l E
MECHIE ! | HREEL—ILHEE - (Perng, 1970, p. 44)

REHH (L ARMAER)MESERE - XGITEEALCEER - REH
MR E FerOME - MR - T _EFIRIGIR L - BBEERHR ) - FEk - T 8L

EREMBEC ) E£FEE - (Chang, 2012, p. 63)

This excerpt and the two translations demonstrate how both Perng and Chang make a
point to render Synge’s text authentically by closely adhering to the source language. Both
translations generally follow Synge’s text thematically, so almost all the key words in the
source text (e.g. “the sun,” “the cloud,” “the hill,” “shining green,” “in my face”) are covered
in the translations, though minor differences may arise in reference to specific words. These
differences mainly derive from the translators’ interpretation of the original text and the way
they present their ideas. When translating Synge’s “God have mercy on your soul,” Perng’s
rendition adheres to the source language in wording and syntax, with only a minor change
(adding exclamation near the end) to highlight the tone of praying widely practiced in Chinese.

In contrast, Chang’s translation features his re-structuring of the original language, using “_

T R1G YR (meaning “May God bless you”) to represent Synge’s message. Additionally,
whereas Perng faithfully translates “the sun came out between the cloud and the hill”” in the

first sentence into “ X5 RL (e 22 LU & 2, ”Chang emulates Synge’s poetic language by using

“KGHES ~ EEE R (meaning the sun shows his face between the cloud and the hill,” a

strategy to animate the translation by means of personification. These examples showcase
both translators’ tendency to strive for faithful translation on one hand and their endeavor to
go beyond the limitation of literal translation on the other by taking into consideration
Synge’s language style and linguistic features in the target language.

Nevertheless, no matter how hard translators try to strike a balance between the source
language and the target language, differences arise in translations. The following episode in
which Pygeen, the female protagonist on whom Christy has a crush, complains to her father is
a good exampleof the disparity between original texts and translations.



Pygeen: If | am a queer daughter, it’s a queer father’d be leaving me lonesome
these twelve hours of dark, and I piling the turf with the dogs barking, and the
calves mooning, and my own teeth rattling with the fear (Synge, 2008, p. 72).

2. HURZEELR - FR2EEEE  SRROEHEEZEBFRR
RIFK - R—Z2HRER - — SR RERE EEFNEERE

1SR T e A ENSIEZE - (Chang, 2012, p. 32)

Judging from the syntax, the preceding translation generally complies with the source
language. However, some minor differences, particularly in voice- and color-related

vocabulary, can be found. The phrase “twelve hours of dark” becomes " RZURAIF K 5 (hei
ci ci de bian tian), and “with the dogs barking” becomes " —32 3245 52 IREF IKFZ | (yibian ting
gouer fei sheng feying). Moreover, “the calves mooing” becomes " A9 2 | (niu de mou

mou sheng), and “my own teeth rattling with the fear” is translated into " IS 3 oF e A Ef &

K48 , (xia de wo ya chi bu duan ge ge xiang). The repeated words in the Chinese translation

are meant to reinforce the visual as well as the auditory images in the source language. In the
meantime, they are used to mirror the humor, sarcasm, and playfulness in the dialog between
the father and the daughter in their intimate interactions. To sum up, in Chang’s translation his
primary concern is to re-capture the main idea of the source language and, via the language
familiar to the targeted readers, convey similar messages and atmosphere in the translation.
This approach echoes Nida’s emphasis on naturalness in the act of translation—dynamic
equivalence that calls for the similarity between source language and target language (1964, p.
166). According to Nida, to make translation natural and reduce differences in meaning
between source and target languages, translators should consider changing the vocabulary and
syntax so that targeted readers can comprehend the messages through translation (1964, pp.
167-168).

Although Nida’s concept of dynamic equivalence sounds reasonable, its real potential for
translation in general and literary translation in particular is debatable. This challenge is
evident in Chang’s translation when the musical quality in Synge’s text is taken into
consideration. Take the following episode in Act | for example.

Christy: (Laughing piteously) The like of king, is it? And | after toiling, moiling,
dodging from the dawn till dusk with never a sight of joy or sport saving

only when I’d be around in the dark night poaching rabbits on hill, for |

was a devil to poach, God forgive me.... (Synge, 2008, p. 81)

REHTE(ER)BE I —KIE ? o ZURICR - RAOREZ e E

It B 7R E HEZEMEL ENE % - B LFBERZRFEW - (Chang, 2012,
pp. 47-48)

WAH(ER) BB LMK - IREM? ARERAASSIZIHER - Rl



ot EaminfeEE  RERREIUEMBET R ASREMENEF—
EBERE - (Perng, 1970, p. 31)
Although the main idea of the source language is generally interpreted in Chang’s translation,
the musicality peculiar to the original text disappears. In the second sentence in Synge’s
originaltext, many words with assonance and long vowels (e.g. toiling, moiling, dodging) and
some lines with alliteration (dawn, dusk) are used to re-create the constant labor and fatigue

that areinflicted on Christy. However, the deliberate arrangement of the musical quality
cannot be translated literally; therefore, to a certain extent, the original meaning of the source

[

language cannot be retained. Perng’s translations such as " Ei8i & & . (zhao zhao mu mu) and

"RIART 4 (liu xie liu han) demonstrates his ingenious re-creation of some musical

characteristics in the source language, but despite these efforts, his translation can only
partially represent the soul and spirit of the original text.
Notably, Synge points out his notion of translation in The Aran Islands, proposing that,
unless the translator can bring forth the musicality embedded in literary texts, it cannot be
called a translation (1999, p. 86). Synge’s main concern in The Aran Islands is the shift
between Irish and English. Obviously, Synge, who manages to call readers’ attention to the
musical quality that is typical of the Irish language, is worried about the loss of meaning or
musicality when the Irish language is translated into English, a concern which may derive
from his training in music in college (Saddlemyer, 2011, pp. 16-17). This echoes Synge’s
argument in the Preface to The Playboy of the Western World, in which he asserts the Irish
language, which is abundant in local flavor and musical element, is rare and should thus be
cherished and well-preserved (2008, 68). Consequently, when evaluated from an auditory
perspective, different versions of translation always leave something to be desired because no
translators, neither Peng nor Chang, can claim to have successfully transmitted the musical
quality to their renditions. The Irish language, which is special but idiosyncratic, makes
Synge’s lines poeticwhen it is used strategically alongside English in the play (Titley, 2009, p.
101). However, this poetic feature typical of Synge’s plays doubles or even triples the
complexity of interpreting the meaning and translating Synge’s works. This problem, which
seems to be an inherent challenge for most literary translators, particularly translators of
poetic drama, is highlighted in Melissa Sihra’s critique:
Synge invented lyrical modes of expression through a tenacious renegotiation of
Standard English in his unique interpretation of the deeply ingrained poetic
cadences and liberating syntactical fibres of thinking in one tongue and
speaking in another.... Synge’s lively rhythmic dialect reveals hisear for music
and his ability to speak Irish, enabling the words and phrases to reverberate with
an energy that performs and transforms the characters’ identitiesand realities
through the speech act. (2011, pp. 230-231)

In other words, lyrical, rhythmic, and musical characteristics of Synge’s writing, which derive

from his excellent blend of English and Irish, make him a master of language art. This is a

bonus for Synge’s readers but a challenge for his translators.

The above-mentioned problem with literary translation does not necessarily mean we
have to be pessimistic about the use of translation. In fact, ever since the 1980s, source
language-oriented translation philosophy,dominant for the previous decades, has been
questioned by deconstruction scholars. Breaking away from the source language-centered
school that equates original texts to truth, deconstruction translators are opposed to the
secondary status of translation. Deconstruction translation theorists’ rejection to the
marginality of translation is crucially inspired by Walter Benjamin. In his essay “The Task of
the Translator,” Benjamin casts doubt on traditional translation philosophy, especially the



concept of faithfulness. According to Benjamin, the purpose of translation is not to re-produce
the truth which islatent in original texts, but to maintain a harmonious complementation
between the two texts (2007, pp. 78-79). In other words, Benjamin argues that there should be
no hierarchical relationship between the original text and its translation because both are
“recognizable as fragments of a greater language, just as fragments are part of a vessel” (2007,
p. 78). By the same token, deconstruction translation theorists criticize one’s over-reliance on
original texts as the only means of interpretation. For them, translation is no longer a mere
copy of the original text but, via every re-reading and re-interpretation, an invigorating
attempt to add new meaning and new life to the original. In an essay titled “Des Tour de
Babel,” Jacques Derrida proposes that when God deprives humans of one common language,
He ““at the same time imposes and forbids translation” (1992, p. 222). On one hand,
translation activities are justified because, according to Derrida, translation pre-exists and is
the debtor of the original text. Accordingly, traditional hierarchical relationship between the
original text and translation is overthrown (1992, p. 227). On the other hand, while translation
is justified in Derrida’s discourse, the ever-changing nature and consequently the difficulty of
translation is re-confirmed.

If, as Benjamin and Derrida maintain, the original text and the universal truth
conventionally attached to it are not to be trusted, what is the significance of Synge’s writing
The Playboy of the Western World in the unique Irish English and what may be the
implication? Declan Kiberd’s comment on Synge’s use of language in literary creationis
illuminating in this respect.

Synge’s literary sensibility found its fullest expression in the manoeuvre between
Irish and English . . . . This genius went far deeper than a conventional flair for
turning a piece of Irish poetry or prose into English. It involved a capacity to
project a whole Gaelic culture in English. Each of Synge’s works is an act of
supreme translation: the language of his plays is based less on the English spoken
in rural Ireland than on the peculiar brand of English spoken in Gaeltacht areas.
This English is instantaneous and literal translation from Irish. (1996, p. 626)
Kiberd suggests that Synge’s success lies in his de facto role as a translator whose creative
rendition not only enriches the English expressions but helps preserve the Irish language.
While Irish English is adopted by Synge to reflect the everyday conversation of the people
living in the rural area, traditional Irish culture and customs are integrated with English to
form a new language. Therefore, instead of sticking to the Irish language to mark their
de-colonizing efforts as many cultural nationalists do, Synge’s translation in-between Irish
and English as well as Irish culture and British culture signifies “an emerging heteroglossia, a
polymorphous language system pushing against the unitary language systems of Irish and
eighteenth-century Enlightenment English, setting yet another precedent for the
interrelationship between literature and politics in Ireland” (Keating-Miller, 2009, p. 13).

In a nutshell, the hybridity of language in Synge’s plays testifies to a both/and
philosophy prevalent in Irish society. This duality typical of Synge’s languageechoes Seamus
Heaney’s notion ofthe double-ness of Irish identity. According to Heaney, an either/or
mentality is not common in Ireland, while aboth/and logic is everywhere to be found in the
daily life of the Irish (1990, pp. 21-23). This penchant for dualities may have to do with the
ages-long conflicts many Irish people are accustomed to (e.g. oppositions such as
England/Ireland, Protestant/Catholic, and English/Irish), which leave them little alternative
but to learn to compromise between a range of extremes so as to survive in the always already
contradictory and antagonistic Irish society. In brief, Synge’s language strategy demonstrates
an ‘almost but not exactly the same” identity politics, one that is not characterized by
resistance and opposition but features diversity, hybridity, and multiplicity. This inherent
complexity of language in Synge’s works can be further complicated when different
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translation attempts are made by different translators because, as new translation versions are
presented, the textual meanings embedded in Synge’s original texts invariably engender
re-reading, re-interpretation, and even deconstruction.

Notwithstanding their individual interpretations, Perng’s and Chang’s translations share
something in common. In the first place, both were published in Taiwan. Additionally, both
translators were committed to the translation task not for drama performance but for sharing
and promoting Synge’s plays. In other words, both translations were meant to be read, not to
be acted out on stage. In Perng’s work, Synge’s six plays, such as The Shadow of the Glen
(1903), Riders to the Sea (1904), and Deirdre of Sorrows (1910), were rendered. This
collection of Synge’s translations was published by Tamkang University, Taiwan, alongside
some other collected translations of other famous playwrights such as W. B. Yeats, Sean
O’Casey, and Samuel Beckett. Although Perng’s renditions were not used for performance,
they helped many undergraduates, postgraduates and people interested in studying plays in
their reading. Invited by Bookman Books, Taipei to publish a new translation of The Playboy
of the Western World, Chang attempted to bring new meanings to this literary canon in the
twenty-first century, published nearly forty two years after Perng’s translation. According to
Irish scholar Chuang Kunliang, despite the difficulty of translating Synge’s idiosyncratic
blend of Irish and English, Chang’s translation is fluent, precise and highly readable (Chang,
2012, pp. 13-14). Although Chang’s version was not intended to be acted out, in 2016 his
translation was adopted with minor modifications by senior students at the Department of
Drama and Theater, National Taiwan University in their graduation production of The

Playboy of the Western World ( { FLFA#1EER: ¥ FHEZ) “I Killed My Dad with an Axe”

literally), an adaptation which, as renowned theater actor Yao Kun Jun notes, reflects the

younger generation’s antipathy toward oppression and hierarchy in contemporary Taiwan.?
Altogether, in spite of the difficulties rendering Synge’s text across languages and cultures,
both translations showcase ongoing interests in reading, interpreting, and translating J. M.
Synge in the Asian context.

CONCLUSION
Unlike many cultural essentialists who adhere to thesupremacy of Irish traditions, Synge
demonstrates a much more flexible approach to the local community and its indigenous
culture. Adopting Irish English as a medium for his dramatic productions showcases Synge’s
pragmatism in the use of language, demonstrating his linguistic strategy to present a language
which is similar but not exactly the same. In the meantime, this similar but not identical
choice of language demarcates a peculiar identity, linguistic, cultural, and national as well,
common in twentieth-century Ireland. Nonetheless, it is this unique language style that causes
difficulties in reading, interpreting, and translating Synge’s literary creations.

If textual meaning, literary interpretation, and translation are as fluctuating as
deconstructionists claim, Synge’s writings and renditions will have to undergo incessant
re-writing, revision, and re-interpretation. When Synge’s plays are situated in a larger context,
people who are involved in the (re-)writing project will include not only the playwright but
other writers writing after him and translators of his playsall over the world. As we evaluate
Synge and his works in retrospect, he is undoubtedly a pioneer who stands ahead in
showcasing the hybridity of language and the diversity of culture that are popular in
contemporary, ever-increasingly globalized world in the twenty-first century.

REFERENCES

2For more information. Please refer to http://artnews.freedom-men.com/archives/25005.

11


http://artnews.freedom-men.com/archives/25005

Bassnet, S. (1998). The Translation Turn in Cultural Studies. In Bassnet, S. & Lefevere,
A. (Eds.). Constructing Cultures: Essays on Literary Translation. (pp. 123-140).
Clevedon: Multilingual.

Beckett, J. C. (1988). The Anglo-Irish. In Loughrey, P. (Ed.). The People of Ireland. (pp.
125-154). Belfast: The Appletree.

Benjamin, W. (2007). The Task of the Translator. In llluminations. Trans. Harry Zohn. (pp.
69-82). New York: Schocken.

Bernstein, M. (1994). ‘What a Parrot Talks’: The Janus Nature of Anglo-Irish Writing. In
Bernstein, C. G. (Ed.). The Text Beyond: Essays in Literary Linguistics. (pp. 163-178).
Tuscaloosa: University of Alabama Press.

Cai, K. L., ed. (1979). Dictionary of Chinese Encyclopedia. Taipei: Wan Wen She.

Chang, T. C., trans. (2012). Xi Bu Pi Zi Ying Xiong. 78 &} f& ¥ 22 4. Taipei: Bookman Books.

Cusack, G. (2009). The Politics of Identity in Irish Drama: W. B. Yeats, Augusta Gregory and
J. M. Synge. New York: Routledge.

Dasenbrock, R. W. (1985). Synge’s Irish Renaissance Petrarchism. Modern Philology. 83(1),
33-44.

Derrida, J. (1992). Des. Tours de Babel. Trans. In Schulte, R. & Biguenet, J. (Eds.). An
Anthology of Essays from Dryden to Derrida. Trans. J. J. F. Graham. (pp. 218-227).
Chicago: University of Chicago Press.

Duffy, P. J. (1997). Writing Ireland: Ireland and Art in the Representation of Irish Place. In
Graham, B, (Ed.). In Search of Ireland: A Cultural Geography. (pp. 64-83). London:
Routledge.

Gomceli, N. & James, A. (2015). Hiberno-English and beyond in J.M. Synge’s The
Playboy of the Western World: A Literary Linguistic Analysis of Its Dramatic
Significance. AAA: Arbeitenaus Anglistik und Amerikanistik. 40(1/2), 105-125.
https://www.jstor.org/stable/24722042

Grene, N. (1985). Synge: A Critical Study of the Plays. Basingstoke: Macmillan.

----. Synge in Performance. (2009). In Mathews, P. J. (Ed.). The Cambridge Companion to J.
M. Synge. (pp. 149-161). Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.

Guo, M. R., trans. (1926). Xi Yu De Jian Er 78359 {# 52 Shanghai: Commercial Press.

Heaney, S. (1990). Correspondences: Emigrants & Inner Exiles. In Kearney, R. (Ed.).
Migrations: The Irish at Home and Abroad. (pp.21-31). Dublin: Wolfhound.

Hirsch, E. (1988). The Gallous Story and the Dirty Deed: The Two Playboys. In Bloom, H.
(Ed.). John Millington Synge's The Playboy of the Western World. (pp. 101-116). New
York: Chelsea House.

Joseph, J. E. (2004). Language and Identity: National, Ethnic, Religious. New York: Palgrave.

Joyce, J. (1996). A Portrait of the Artist as a Young Man. Oxford: Heinemann Education
Publishers.

Keating-Miller, J. (2009). Language, Identity and Liberation in Contemporary Irish
Literature. Basingstoke: Palgrave Macmillan.

Kiberd, D.(1996). Inventing Ireland: The Literature of the Modern Nation. London: Vintage.

----. (1993). Synge and the Irish Language. London: Macmillan.

King, M. J.M. Synge, (2004). ‘National’ Drama and the Post-Protestant Imagination. In
Richards, S. (Ed.). Twentieth-Century Irish Drama. (pp. 79-92). Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press.

Kleinstuck, J. (1979). Synge in Germany. In Bushrui, S. B. (Ed.). A Centenary Tribute to J.M.
Synge: ‘Sunshine and the Moon & Delight. (271-277). Gerrards Cross: Colin Smythe.

Mathews, P. J. Re-thinking Synge. In Mathews, P. J. (Ed.). The Cambridge Companion to J.M.
Synge. (pp. 3-14). Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.

12


https://www.jstor.org/stable/24722042

Mac GiollaChriost, D. (2005). The Irish Language in Ireland: From Goidel to Globalisation.
London: Routledge.

Morash, C. (2005). Irish Theater. In Cleary, J. and Connolly, C. (Eds.). The Cambridge
Companion to Modern Irish Culture. (pp. 322-338). Cambridge: Cambridge University.

Murray, C. (1997). Twentieth-Century Irish Drama: Mirror up to Nation. Manchester:
Manchester University Press.

Nida, E. (1964). Toward a Science of Translating. Leiden: E.J. Brill.

Perng, Ching-hsi, trans. (1970). Xi Fang Nan Er 7473 58 5. Taipei: Jing Sheng Wen Wu.

Richards, S. (2009). The Playboy of the Western World. In Mathews, J. P. (Ed.). The
Cambridge Companion to J.M. Synge. (pp. 28-40). Cambridge: Cambridge University
Press.

Roche, A. (2009). Synge and Contemporary Irish Drama. In Mathews, P. J. (Ed.). The
Cambridge Companion to J. M. Synge. (pp.173-184). Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press.

----. (2013). Synge and the Making of Modern Irish Drama. Dublin: Carysfort.

Saddlemyer, A. (2011). The Poeticizing of Synge. In Lonergan, P. (Ed.). Synge and His
Influence: Centenary Essays from the Synge Summer School. (pp. 7-31). Dublin:
Carysfort.

Sihra, M. (2011). Re-location and Re-locution: Adapting Synge. In Lonergan, P. (Ed.). Synge
and His Influence: Centenary Essays from the Synge Summer School. (pp. 225-243).
Dublin: Carysfort.

Synge, J. M. (1999). The Aran Islands. Evanston: Northwestern University Press.

----. (1982). Collected Works Il: Prose. (Ed.). A. Price. Gerrards Cross: Colin Smythe.

----. (2008). The Complete Works of J. M. Synge: Plays, Prose and Poetry. (Ed.). A.
Arrowsmith. London: Wordsworth.

Talib, I. S. (2002). The Language of Postcolonial Literatures: An Introduction. London:
Routledge.

Titley, A. (2009). Synge and the Irish Language. In Mathews, P. J. (Ed.). The Cambridge
Companion to J. M. Synge. (pp. 92-103). Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.

Todd, L. (1989). The Language of Irish Literature. Houndmills: Macmillan.

13



