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1 go off at a gallop——
I will now take the lead, [ ] ride ahead on the

Mount a fine steed, [
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A preliminary study on Stephen Owen’s translation of Li Sao:
A historical perspective

GUO Jianxun, FENG Jun
(College of Liberal Arts, Hunan University, Changsha 410082, China)

Abstract: Since the 19th century, there have been appearing continuously translations of Li Sao. Among all the
translators of this classic, David Hawkes, Burton Watson, and Stephen Owen are the most influential ones. The present
essay, by comparing Stephen Owen’s version of Li Sao with the other two by David Hawkes and Burton Watson,
explores Stephen Owen’s artistic achievement. Stephen Owen’s translation of Li Sao is a dialectical unity, keeping a
delicate balance between nationality and universality. As for the unique genre “saoti”, Stephen Owen creatively
employs “hemistiches”, dash, absence of punctuation, and delicate word selection, representing the stylistic features of
the source to the most extent and combining Chinese sad sense of beauty with western tragic one. When it comes to
defamiliarizing connotations, Owen’s translation reflects his deep understanding of religious and tragic conceptions
embedded in the Chinese culture as well as his skillful grasp of the political connotations of love metaphors. Diversity
of languages and cultures, openness of interpretation and communicative availability are all taken into consideration in
his translation. In a word, his translation is a practice of his conception of “World Poetry”, and thus is significantly
valuable to the translation career of Chinese classics.

Key Words: the history of Li Sao’s translation; Stephen Owen’s translation of Li Sao; breakthrough of untranslatability;
dissipation of defamiliarization; World Poetry
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