Chinese Literature in Hungary. An Historical
Overview of Translations

Gergely Saldt

Hungarians, being a people of Oriental origin, have always had
a special interest in and sympathy for Eastern cultures. Of course, this
interest must not be overestimated, but it is a fact that Hungarians
have a tendency to pay somewhat more attention to the East than other
landlocked Western people. Ever since the European Middle Ages, a
significant number of Hungarian travellers have visited Asian countries,
including China. The first Hungarian known to have reached China was a

priest who went there in the 13" century.
Getting to know China

However, for centuries the Hungarian public had no accurate
information about China. It was not until the 18" and 19" centuries
that more or less reliable knowledge became available, when works by
Western European authors reached Hungarian readers. The first book on
China written by a Hungarian was [tinerarium peregrini Philosophi, Sinis,
Japone, Cocincina, Canada & Brasilia Definitum, by Franciscus Szdellar
S.J (Tyrnavae, 1702). This work describes a philosophical pseudo-journey,
including dialogues between Greek and Chinese philosophers, and
portrays China as being blessed with an ideal society and political system.
Another book popular in Hungary in the 18" century was The Oeconomy
of Human Life (translated from an Indian manuscript) published by the
Englishman Robert Dodsley in 1751; it was a philosophical treatise said
to have been found in China and translated into English by Dodsley,

though in fact it was written by him. In any case, it appeared in a number
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of Hungarian translations in the 1770s. When the great Hungarian
traveller of the era, Maurice Auguste Benyowsky, published his memoirs,
Les mémoires et voyages... en Siberie, Kamchatka, Japon, Chinese, ... et
Madagascar... (London, 1790), they exerted a considerable influence on
Hungarian thinking on the Orient, as well as on romantic literature. The
18" century was also the age of chinoiserie, the fashion for Chinese or
Chinese-style artefacts; Hungarian aristocrats also followed this fashion,

decorating their castles with Chinese (or believed-to-be-Chinese) objects.

The 19" century was the era of romanticism in Europe, and in the
literature of the time China was described as an exotic and mysterious
world. A number of Western and Hungarian paperbacks appeared with stories
set in China, but these were really of no artistic value. No translations of
Chinese works were published in Hungarian, except from some Chinese
poems and short texts translated from Western editions. The first translator
of Chinese poems was Janos Arany, one of the most famous Hungarian
poets, but he too did his translations from Western languages. Hungarian
scholars started to visit China in the second half of the 19" century, and
published a number of reliable books on China’s geography, traditions and
customs, but they did not venture to publish Chinese translations of their

own.

The first half of the 20" century

In the first half of the 20" century, especially between the two world
wars, the romantic view of China still prevailed, even though reliable
information on the country was already available for those interested.
A large number of Western paperbacks appeared, as well as some more
valuable works, such as novels by the Nobel-Prize winner Pearl S. Buck.
Undoubtedly the most influential China-related author of these times,

not only in Hungary but throughout Western world, was Lin Yutang #k
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1842, who in the 1930s and 1940s was one of the best-selling writers in
Hungary. His Between Tears and Laughter (Tixiao JieFei W% % 3F),
Moment in Peking (Jinghua Yanyun M ), A Leaf in the Storm
(Fengsheng HeLi JAFE#GWR), With Love and Irony (Feng Song Ji X
£E), My Country and My People (Wuguo yu Wumin & [E 55 R) were
published in huge numbers. Lin’s best-known work, The Importance of
Living (Shenghuo de Yishu £ 7% 1) 2SR ) reached nine editions between
1939 and 1947. From 1949 to 1989, Lin Yutang’s books were not printed,

but since 1989 new editions have circulated widely.

During this era there was no regular training in Chinese language
in Hungary, so we lacked translators who could read Chinese works in
the original, and as a result no authentic translations were published.
However, a number of Chinese works rendered from English or German
did appear. These included some basic philosophical works, such as Lunyu
181%, Laozi % ¥, and Zhuangzi [+ ¥, and a few classical short stories
and novels (for example Shuihuzhuan 7K#ff% ). Hundreds of classical
Chinese poems were also translated. One of the most famous Hungarian
poets of the time, Dezs6 Kosztolanyi, was especially fond of Chinese

poetry, and translated large numbers of poems from different eras.
The golden age: the 1950s and 1960s

The situation changed when in 1949 the People’s Republic of China
was established, and Hungary also became a member of the communist
bloc. The two countries established diplomatic relations immediately
after the founding of the PRC, and political friendship led to the rapid
development of cultural relations. Hungarian political leaders found it
important to make China and Chinese culture better known in Hungary,
so they supported the training of China experts and the publication of
Chinese books. In 1950, the first group of Hungarian students travelled to
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China to study there. At the same time, the Department of Chinese Studies
of E6tvos Lorand University (ELTE) in Budapest was reorganized and
its curriculum was revised along more regular and systematic lines. It is
still the only institution in Hungary where students can major in Chinese
studies. Thanks to these developments, a new generation of Hungarian
sinologists swiftly emerged, who were the first well-trained translators
of Chinese literature into Hungarian. It must be noted that a new
phenomenon started with them: in Hungary, the group of translators and
that of sinologists were and still are to all extents and purposes identical;
people who are engaged in translation also conduct scholarly research. It
can be said that there are no translators who are not scholars at the same

time, and there are no China researchers who do not publish translations.

The 1950s saw the beginning of a systematic initiative intended
to make the best of classical and modern Chinese literature available
in Hungarian. Skilled sinologists and editors chose the works to be
translated, and the work of translation itself was allocated to the best-
qualified person in the field. As in the socialist system the demands of the
market and considerations of speed did not really count, emphasis was
put on quality. Poems were a special case: as many of the best Hungarian
poets of the time could not publish their own work for political reasons,
they were forced to make a living by rendering foreign poems, and many
of them were involved in the translation of Chinese poetry. Sinologists
provided them with raw translations, which they then put into poetical
form. The results were philologically accurate translations of exceptional

artistic value.

Some outstanding translator-sinologists of this era must be
mentioned here. Barnabas Csongor specialized in baihua xiaoshuo H
T /NI his translations of Shuihuzhuan K% and Xiyouji 74k

il are of outstanding quality, and he also translated a large number of
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classical short stories and poems. Ferenc Tékei published a three-volume
compilation of ancient Chinese philosophical works, as well as classical
Chinese treatises on aesthetics, many poems, short stories and some
plays. Eva Kalmér specialized in the translation of the drama of the Yuan
Dynasty, and has recently turned to contemporary short stories. Endre
Galla made works by Lu Xun #if, Lao She &% and other modern
writers available in Hungarian. Péter Polonyi translated Rulin Waishi
fHHM A and many other works in various genres. P4l Miklés also
published a large number of translations, including Cao Yu’s & & Leiyu
TEM, Guo Moruo’s K4 Qu Yuan JEJE. , Xuesheng Shidai “FF- B
and Shaonian Shidai V31X, Lao She’s Luotuo Xiangzi 356+ T and
Chaguan %515 , and many others.

While the majority of Chinese works published during this era were
directly translated from the Chinese original, some important works, the
translation of which was not undertaken by sinologists, were translated
from versions in Western languages. The most noteworthy of these is
Jin Ping Mei 43§, which was translated from German; this was the
best-selling Chinese book in those decades, possibly because of its erotic

content.

It can be said that in the two decades between 1949 and 1970, most
of the representative works of classical and modern Chinese literature

were published in Hungarian of very high quality.
1970s and 1980s: a setback

“The Cultural Revolution” in China led to the deterioration of
relations between the two countries, and all activities that had anything to
do with China—even cultural projects—were viewed with suspicion in
Hungary. As a result, publishers were reluctant to commission or accept

Chinese translations, and at the beginning of the 1970s the dissemination

328



of Chinese literature suffered a serious setback.

In the 1980s most sinologists of the first generation retired and
ceased publishing translations, though a few of them continued working.
Several modern and contemporary works were published, including a
selection of Wang Meng’s 15 short stories, Liu E’s XI55 Lao Can
Youji 5%#iC and Gu Hua’s 5% Furong Zhen JE%5%H , translated by
Péter Polonyi, and some of his short stories and novels, Li Yu’s Z= i

Rouputuan A7 A (the latter was translated from the English).

From 1989 to 1990 Hungary became a liberal democracy with a
free market economy, which had serious implications for the publishing
industry. Market demand became practically the only factor determining
what publishing companies were willing to print. The fact is that it is far
more time-consuming (and therefore expensive) to translate a book from
Chinese than from English, so publishers only rarely ventured to finance
new Chinese translations. Many earlier works were, however, republished
or reprinted (such as Ferenc Tokei’s philosophical and other translations
and Lin Yutang’s novels). Relatively few new translations were made,
such as some chuangi f5#F stories and Liu Zhang’s X|¥& Zhong Kui
Zhangui Zhuan $hE4T %1% translated by Zsolt Tokaji. At the same
time, a large number of low-quality China-related bestsellers flooded the

market.
The present situation

At the end of the 1990s, a new generation of young sinologists
started to publish their works, including translations. Around this time, the
Hungarian book market began to find its feet again, and some prestigious
publishers became willing to finance Chinese translations. A growing
interest in China and Chinese culture also contributed to what seems to be

a revival of Chinese translations.
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In recent years, sinologists have produced new translations that
are related to their own fields of research. For example, Imre Hamar
published a number of Chinese Buddhist writings, a genre that was
previously almost unknown in Hungary. Texts of other religious and
philosophical schools have been translated by Gabor Kosa and Sandor P.
Szabd.

A renewed interest in contemporary Chinese literature has led to
the publication of a number of novels and short stories. Klara Zombory,
a young translator, compiled a volume of short novels by Su Tong 751,
Yu Hua %%%€, Liu Zhenyun X!|5Z z , Han Shaogong /0] and Ma Yuan
i . Imre Hamar and Gergely Salat edited a selection of previously
unpublished 20" century Chinese short stories. Dai Sijie’s H/EA two
novels, translated from the French, Su Tong’s 73 Wo de Diwang
Shengya F&H)i £EE, translated from the English, also appeared,
together with a great deal of popular literature such as the works of
Anchee Min (Min Anqi X% #{) and Amy Tan (Tan Enmei 15 &138).

In 2008, China was the Guest of Honour of the International Book
Festival of Budapest, which gave a new impetus to translations. Klara
Zombory translated Jiang Rong’s 5, Lang Tuteng JRIE I, Marcell
Kiss rendered Gao Xingjian’s =178 Lingshan R 111, Eva Kalmar edited
a representative selection of 20" century short stories, and Endre Galla
published Zhaohua Xishi ¥34£4 %5 by Lu Xun &i1l. There was even a
volume of Chinese science fiction which came out as a special issue of a

sci-fi magazine.
Conclusion

As can be seen from the overview above, many of the representative
works of classical and modern Chinese literature—in other words,

writings mentioned in any modern general textbook in the history of
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Chinese literature—are available in Hungarian, mostly in translations of
high quality. There are, however, some exceptions: Sanguo Yanyi —[F
18 X, Fengshen Yanyi ¥ X, products of the Ming Dynasty drama
(such as Mudan Ting #7355 ) and 19" century literature are missing, and

we still lack a good selection of Shiji i .

As for contemporary Chinese literature, a number of works are
available, but they cannot represent the rich world of literature of China
today. This segment of the book market is still dominated by cheap
paperbacks, translated from English. It is to be hoped that the new
generation of China experts that is now emerging will continue the work
of their predecessors, so that Hungarian readers will always be in a

position to obtain and read the best of Chinese literature.

Appendix I: List of most noteworthy translations from Chinese to

Hungarian

This list does not include philosophical works, minor publications,
socialist realist literature from the 1950s, Lin Yutang’s writings, or
popular literature with no serious artistic value. The authors and titles of
classical Chinese literature are written with traditional characters, those of

modern literature with simplified ones.

. Author and . X
Chinese author . . First Hungarian
. title in the Translator/Editor .
and title . . edition
Hungarian edition

Barnabéas Csongor, | Szépirodalmi

ik Po Csii-ji [
(EIER s e 0 LSujrverset Sandor Wedres Konyvkiado, 1952

. Ferenc Tokei, Szépirodalmi
Qe R 1R 12E ) Csii Jii ]
TRIRSE S Jan verset Sandor Wedres Konyvkiado, 1954
e Ui M
TIE: TR Mao Tun: Hajnal elétt Ferenc Kemény J Viagyar

Konyvkiadé, 1955

(to be continued)
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(continued)

Chinese author

Author and
title in the

Translator/Editor

First Hungarian

and title . . edition
Hungarian edition
Barnabds C Uj M Kiado,
CRLHT REED Tu Fu versei arnabas Lsongor ©) Magyar haado
et al. 1955
N Lao S6: A rigriskisas: . Eurdpa Konyvkiado,
e (BRBERETY a0 SO : ‘zgm ISASSZONY | o) ) 1ok l6s uropa Konyvkiado.
meg a férje 1957
Eur6pa Konyvkiadd
M4 (KD P4 Csin: A csalad Kat6é Lomb 1;;(;pa omyviIado,
\ . Eur6pa Konyvkiado,
CRFZN Dalok Kényve (Si King) | Ferenc Tokei et al. 1;;(;pa onyviiaco
e Kuo Mo-zso: Csii Jiian: . Europa Konyvkiado,
#h3 : O D Pal Mikl6
A (IR Tragédia ot felvondsban al iidos 1958
Eurdpa Konyvkiado,
FIE: (F&EY Mao Tun: A selyemhernyé | Sandor Jozsa 1;1;(;})3 OmyvRIaco
€ 32 M BB AR
BEY . G B B2 & | Az olajdrus és a kurtizdn: Eurépa Kénvviiads
. urdpa Konyvkiado,
fiiZeh, (BT A | Négy elbeszélés a Csin ku | Katalin Kemény 1958p o
5 KBV Y. €4 K | esi kuan gyitjteménybdl
IR AR R D
vy . Kuan Han-csing: Tou O . .
RV . RN, ’uan o csu}1g 2“1 Ferenc Tékei, Pl Eurdpa Konyvkiado,
§ In drtatlan haldla; Csao o
(oA 3 Miklos 1958
Pener, a mentéangyal
WL (ETY Cz/io Ji: Zivz/ztar: Szinmii Pal Miklos Europa Konyvkiado,
négy felvondasban 1959
(B 2D, |Lao S&: Fekete Li és , Europa Konyvkiado,
. Kat6 Lomb
CAZFILY Fehér Li; A holdsarlé 1959
. Lu Hszin: Régi s¢k . Eurépa Konyvkiado,
SR, (LAY u. szin: Régi mesé Ferenc Tékei uropa Konyvkiado,
mai szemmel 1959
B4 (KA (3 | Pa Csin: Az drok élet o Eurdpa Konyvkiado,
N Istvan Pélos
THEE) tornya 1959
F Tokei, Europa Konyvkiado,
JEJE . (B Csii Jiian: Szdmiizetés c?ren,c el Hropa Bonyviiaco
Laszl6 Nagy 1959
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(continued)

Chinese author
and title

Author and
title in the
Hungarian edition

Translator/Editor

First Hungarian
edition

AL R (I S

Pu Szung-ling: Furcsa

Ferenc Tokei

Magyar Helikon,

S () historidk 1959
. . Europa Konyvkiado,
CRIFRFZED Zenepalota (Jo Fu) Ferenc Tokei et al. I;J;c;pa Ortyviaaco
Eurdpa Konyvkiadd
e e Lao S6: Teahdz Pal Miklos 1;23"& yviaco.
s Cao Cse versei; Cao . Eurépa Konyvkiado,
CH R FRRE F Tékei et al.
HHLRFE) Cao és Cao Pi verseibdl erenic Tokereta 1960
Mostani és régi iddk Furépa Kényvkiada
uropa Konyvkiado,
(P b csoddlatos ldtvdnyai | Katalin Kemény 1960p w

(Csin ku csi kuan)

ZATIE : ORIFIEH

Li Hszing-tao: A
krétakor

Ferenc Tokei

Magyar Helikon,
1960

FILHT  (PUHFILY

Vang Si-fu: A nyugati
szoba

Ferenc Tokei

Eurépa Konyvkiado,
1960

Pz, TR (H

Ho Csing-cse, Ting Ji: A

Endre Galla, Imre

Magyar Helikon,

Sy fehér hajii lany Molnar 1961
Cao Ju: Pekingi Furépa Konvvkiada
N . uroépa Konyvkiado,
L (LAY emberek: Drdama hdrom | Vilma Mészéaros 1961p v
felvondsban
N . . Europa Konyvkiado,
FREARAT (DALY | Kuo Mo-zso: Ifjiikor Pal Miklos 1:;?)3 onyviaaco

Bl (HFEY

Lu Hszin: Vadfiivek:

Ferenc Tokei

Magyar Helikon,

Versek prozdaban 1961
. Barnabas C Europa Konyvkiado,
o) Li Taj-po versei arnabas Csongor | Europa Kényvkiado
etal. 1961
" Si Naj-an: Vizparti torténet Eurépa Konyvkiado,
I . (K] Barnabas C
ittt g . K WFAED (St hutcsuan) L1 arnabds Csongor | o
IV .« | Kuo Mo-zso: Egyetemi . Europa Konyvkiado,
VR (SRR | 0TS0 BEYEIEM | bl Miklos 1ropa Bonyvidado
éveim 1962.

(to be continued)
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(continued)

Chinese author

Author and
title in the

Translator/Editor

First Hungarian

and title . . edition
Hungarian edition

B4, (EREY Pa ?sm: A nyugalom Istvan Pilos Eurépa Konyvkiado,
kertje 1962

PR A6 Klas:v’zikus kinai|Barnabas Csongor | Europa Konyvkiado,
elbeszélések et al. 1962

. . . . Eurdpa Konyvkiado,

SEHURE  KFEMAN Y | Vu Csing-ce: Irdstudok | Péter Polonyi I;Zpa onyviiaco

R, Klasszikus kinai koltok | Barnabas Csongor, | Europa Konyvkiado,

S b

CREE DD | Ferenc Tékei et al. | 1967

T (TR ATA42)

Pu Ji: Az utolsé kinai
csdszdr voltam

Sandor Jozsa

Kossuth, 1969

SRR (T

Vu Cseng-en: Nyugati
utazds avagy a
majomkirdly torténete
I-11.

Barnabas Csongor

Europa Konyvkiado,
1969

€ e

A szépség szive: Régi

Ferenc Tokei

Gondolat Kiado,

publicisztikai irdsok.

YEIEY kinai esztétikai irdsok 1973
«ZH. ¥ . B|Li Taj-po, Tu Fu, Po|Barnabas Csongor | Eurdpa Kényvkiadd,
5 RRIED Csii~ji valogatott versei | et al. 1976
AR CRREA
FY, WIEE: CF |A fej nélkiili szellem: | , ) Eurdépa Konyvkiado,
\ ey ; . . Eva Kalmar
By, i E | Régi kinai komédidk 1978
(A= 418
e NN Tung Jie: Ami a N ti Europa Konyvkiado,
E AR Ciyizdy) ung uc,: .mla yusan Barnabas Csongor Hropa onyviiaco
utazdsbol kimaradt 1980
e CERIDY Laf) .Sfi.: Macskavdros Endre Galla Eurdpa Konyvkiado,
kronikdja 1981
Lu Hsziin: Irodalom,
(& 2z 4k 2 B forradalom, tarsadalom: S Eurdpa Konyvkiado,
ndre Galla
AR IEY Valogatott irodalom- 1981
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(continued)

Chinese author

Author and

First Hungarian

. title in the Translator/Editor .
and title . . edition
Hungarian edition
EE PR
Y, CEETRIY. | Vang Meng: A csirizgydr | _, ) Eurdpa Konyvkiado,
- . . Péter Polonyi
QY UL % B | igazgatdja 1985
I, «BEZFEY
N o |LiuO: Oreg C , Eurépa Konyvkiado,
XI55 CEFRIFLY 1,u ) reg tan Péter Polonyi uropa Romyviaaco
kéborldsai 1985
e . Eurépa Konyvkiado,
A (R Ku Hua: Hibiszkuszhdza | Péter Polonyi 1;1;(;133 omyviaado
VAW E . (5 NF | Mo Jing-feng: Tul szép | _, . Kossuth Kiado,
Péter Polonyi

IR

a menyasszony

1987

HA: CAFIH4AE)

Sen Zsung: Az élet
derekdn

Marton Krasznai

Europa
Konyvkiado, 1989

e KU 2 —
L ONRCI=PNR
Y ONECIR VIS -9

Tien Han: Egyfelvo-
ndsosok: Dokumentumok
a kinai polgdrhdborii
korszakabol, az 1920-
30- as évekbdl.

11dik6 Ecsedy,
Ferenc Tokei

MTA Orientalisztikai
Munkak6zosség,
1991

Zsolt Tokaji,
FEI Han San: A bélcs vigyor | Barnabas Csongor, | Terebess Kiado, 1997
Amy Karolyi
Liu Cung-jiian:
Qi Y] Megszeretem a 11dik6 Ecsedy et al. | Terebess Kiado, 1997
szamiizetést
AN & |PusS -ling: A
§ & ﬂ?? W% & | Pu Szung }ng Zsolt Tokaji Terebess Kiado, 1997
Sy (k%) templom démona
4k E -
. CGEMY. KR
Pej H T A délt i
B, (SR, er slzmg HENSEM | 7501t Tokaji Terebess Kiadd, 1999
rabszolga
TR, gy |70
Xl }m: « ﬁ 2 | Li C : Cs K ',
XU 5t (B8 HT R | Liu Csang: Csung K Zsolt Tokaji Terebess Kiado, 1999

()

az ordogiizd

(to be continued)
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(continued)

Chinese author

Author and

First Hungarian

. title in the Translator/Editor .
and title . L. edition
Hungarian edition
IR (FEI AU,
RAE: TTHED
é&i jﬁ$ﬁ k. Nok egy fedél alatt: Mai , Eurdpa Konyvkiado,
X B (— g tinai kisreeémvek Klara Zombory 5003
inai kisregénye
B, DI G, s
L (EEE)
Modern kinai elbeszélok:
P G 24 AR B RS | Tanulmanyok és Imre Hamar, Balassi Kiado,
JINUAE D forditasok Galla Endre | Gergely Salat (eds.) | 2007
80 sziiletésnapjdra
ZH: CRE NS Jiang Rong: Farkastotem | Klara Zombory Magvetd, 2008
[ 20 tH 28 %5 4% | Huszadik szdzadi kinai | .
¢ EP. e MSZLZ’I sedzadr fnat Eva Kalmar (ed.) | Noran-Kiado, 2008
/YLD novelldk
e Gao Xingjian: Lélek- . .
R Gy A0 ANEIAN: LETER ) farcell Kiss Noran Kiado, 2008.
€8y

. Lu Hsziin: Hajnali viragok Eurépa Konyvkiado,
Bil: ( &0 Endre Gall
Bl (R7EL/ 4 alkonyi csokorban ndre bata 2008

Appendix II: Some important Chinese works translated from a

Western language to Hungarian

Chinese author
and title

Author and
title in the
Hungarian edition

Translator/Editor

First Hungarian
edition

Bl KPTQIE 12 )

Lu Hszin: A-Q hiteles

torténete: Vilogatott

Vali R. Bakonyi et

Uj Magyar

torténete

German)

(/MAEELE) o al. (from Russian) | Konyvkiado, 1956
elbeszélések
WEI. 599 (4| Cao Hsziie-csin, Kao O: | Gydrgy Lazar Eurdpa Konyvkiado,
AR A viros szoba alma I-11. | (from German) 1959
Virdgos gyertydk 1 v ; Euréna Kénveliads
CHFRfEY avagy egy j6 hzassdg ona Varga (from | Eurépa Kényvkiado,

1959
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(continued)

Chinese author
and title

Author and
title in the
Hungarian edition

Translator/Editor

First Hungarian
edition

BAb: (EEIREAED

Ceng Pu: Virdg a biin

Gyula Hay (from

Eurdpa Konyvkiado,

tengerében German) 1962
Szép as: k
N “p as vz(’)nyo egyi Tamas Matrai Europa Konyvkiado,
(&% i) gazdag hazban (Csin
. . (from German) 1964
Ping Mej)
N Virdgok drnya a fiiggony | Tamas Matrai Eurdopa Konyvkiado,
(AR rdgok drmya a figgony pa Konyv
maogott (from German) 1965
LiJi: A I
o A szeretem Imre Kiss (from Medicina

AR (AT Y

imaszonyege: Erotikus

English Konyvkiado, 1989
regény a Ming-korbol nglish) onyviaado
Szu Tung: Igy éltem
95 2. (IR 1Y T E | esdszdr koromban: Viktor Juh4
pil i 1) cs.aszaf ’oram an ) iktor Juhsz Ulpius.-Héz, 2007
HEJED Riaszté dlom egy esds | (from English)

éjszakan

((E=Eve

R LN
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