
How I t All Began 

r· 一·-·一·一·一·一·一·一·一·一·一·一·-·-,

The Kaas and the Soongs, Ma On Shan 
in background, 1974 

George Kao 
is founding Editor of Renditions, of which he remained 
Editor-at-Large until 1982. He is also a generous sponsor of 
the j ournal's proj ects. 

I have written about 'The Renditions Experience'on at least three 

occasions before t his. The fi rst ti me was in 1974, at t he invitation of 

t he Hong Kong Translation Society. I had the cheek to talk on t he 

subj ect on the basis of only one issue publ ished. My second attempt 

was in t he fo rm of a paper del ivered at a symposium in Kowloon 

attended by a number of academic lights from Taiwan, t he US, and 

Hong Kong. Th is ti me I spoke with all of four issues of Renditions 

under my belt. Again, in 1976, after I left Hong Kong Stephen Soong 

put together some of my j ottings in an article fo r t he Chinese 

University Bulletin. By t hen, Renditions No. 6, t he Special Art Issue, 

had been in t he works and we could speak with a degree of 

confidence about our collective'experience'. 
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Today, t hirty years and some sixty issues lat er, t here is a r ich st ore of experience t hat is wort h chron icl i 

But it is not fo r me to do, who only started t he ball roll i n g。 I wish Stephen were around to tell 

su pport ed and sust ained t he magazine t hrough its diffi cul t early years, and how he became t he ha 

Ed itor in 1982 after I had served fo r t he last ti me as Ed itor-at -Large with t he Middlebrow Fiction Issue. 

if Stephen were with us, I'm sure he would j oin me in salu ti ng Eva Hung, who has been ed iti ng t his magazine 

t hese past t wo decades and now pres ides over its 30t h ann iversary. Indeed, Eva lives t he 

experi ence 日

But how did it all begin? I guess that rema ins fo r me to tell—from a rapidly fad ing memory. 

In September 1972, when I reported fo r work at t he CUHK Translation Cent re, I had no idea wh忒 I was 

su pposed to do. Nor, I suspect, did anyone else connected with t his newly establ ished unit of t he Institut e 

Ch inese St ud ies from t he Vice-Chancellor on down. Installed in an elegant offi ce above an inner court a 

goldfi sh pond, I was given a desk pi led high with a book manuscript and asked if I would rev iew it. Th is t u 

out t o be a Ch inese t ranslati on of a t reati se on Ch inese grammar written originally in English by t he em inent 

li nguist Y. R. Chao. A day or two into t he manuscript convinced me t hat t his was not t he kind of work I was 

invited all t he way from America to do or what t he Cent re should concern itsel f with. I fel t I could serve t he 

Cent re best by doing somet hing more in accord with its mission. I t hought we could do somet hing not 

attempted anywhere heretofo re: publish a period ical devot ed to English t ransla ti ons of Ch inese I 

writi ng past and present. Th is would prov ide read ing wh ich bili ngual Hong Kon g could use and 

English-speaking world at large might appreciate. 

The fi rst meeti ng to discuss such an idea was very info rma l. Five of us gat hered fo r t ea at t he apart ment 

my wife and I occu pied in Un ivers ity Residence No. 1. Half -way up t he hill on t he sti ll v irgin cam pus, we could 

look out t he windows at cloud-shrouded Ma On Shan across t he t hen spacious harbour. Present were 

C. Soong, Special Assist ant t o t he Vice-Chancellor; Prof. Ph ill ip Sun, Head of t he Depart ment of Tra 

。》° ► 。》
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T. C. La i, Director of Ext ramural St ud ies (all four, includ ing me, close neighbours in t he same bu ild ing); and 

Prof. Ma Meng, Head of the Department of Ch inese at the Univers ity of Hong Kong across the sea. 

There was surprisingly no dissent to my proposal, and discussion soon cent red around many anticipated 

ed itorial and production problems, not least where to obtain t he necessary fund ing. Then came a moment for 

christen ing t he unborn magazine. I don't know when or from where came the bra inwave, but I had a國ays

liked t he musical connotation of t he word'Rend itions'. I felt that t ranslation of literat ure is a matter of 

interpretation, t hat t here are at least two or more ways to go about recreating a given text in another 

language. The ed itor must understand t hat a line of poet ry, fo r instance, evokes different responses in 

different breasts, and j udge t he t ranslation on that basis. A practical reason for adopting Renditions was t hat 

there already existed other j ournals with t he prosa ic tit le'Translation'. 

That day we also agreed t hat t he publication was to be a biannual—to come out twice yearly. Th is 

decision we would have reason to be t hankful for in the years to come. For, t hough we had ample'lead-time' 

between issues-to sol icit and review manuscripts, and ed it and prepare t hem for the press—somehow we 

always managed to run beh ind schedule. And there would be harried last -m inute activ ity as if we were 

putti ng out a daily paper! 

The i naug ura 丨issue, dated Autumn 1973, had few outside cont ributions. Each bit of copy for Renditions 

No. 1 was house-written, so to speak. As Editor, I t ranslated two pieces. One was an amusing 

Ch inese-language rad io script by t he same Y.R. Chao whom I felt I owed one. With Prof. Chao's approval, I 

rendered it into English under t he title'Where I Went Wrong in Matters of Language'. Imagine my chagrin 

when, some time after the magazine made its auspicious debut, I came across an original English article 

similarly tit led and with essentially t he same content! I've never found out whether Prof. Chao had written 

two versions of his linguistic misadvent ures, one in English and one in Ch inese, or whether someone else had 

t ranslated his English into Ch inese wh ich I, in t urn, put back into English. My only consolation was that, upon 
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com paring t he two English texts, I fo und that my 'virt ual real ity'(to borrow t he current lingo) was fairlv close 

to and quite as readable as t he aut hentic arti cle 。

Th is is not to say that a literary work is somet hing that can be t ranslated back and fo rt h without a 

as, I imagine, can be done with machine t ranslati on. In subsequent issues of Renditions we have 

invariably to publ ish original t ranslations, if I may be perm itted an oxymoron. We have int roduced in t hese 

pages many a neophyte who has gone on to greater t hings in bilingual ism; we have also been priv ileged to 

'serial ize'chapters or excerpts from manuscripts t hat would later become import ant books in t he 

literary t ranslation. 

Anot her personal recollecti on from t he early days related to t he magazine's physical appearance. A 

fri endly st affer at t he Ch inese Un ivers ity Press, seeing that I was fresh from t he Stat es, rem inded me that 

here in Hong Kong one fo llows the British sty le in matters pert aining to usage and spell ing-thus colour 

color, and ci viliza tion rat her t han civilisation, etc. My own background, plus t he fact t hat in t hose days 

of our cont ributions came from American scholars of Ch inese st ud ies, counselled an eclectic a pproach 。

simply let each t ransla tor use his own sty le in spell ing and idiom and even in t he t ransl iterati on of Ch inese 

names. Th is was wrong, of course, and wiser and ti dier ed itorial hands have since est abl ished a un iform 

However, I am glad to see t he original Renditions mast head preserved to t his day, with its fam由ar

call ig ra phy譯叢， and to fi nd t races of t he old typogra phy and page-design sti ll t here. 

In t he more important question of con tent, I am of t he belief t hat a magazine refl ects t he personal 

even t he idiosyncrasies, of its ed itor. Stephen Soong was our guard ian angel from t he beginning. He was in 

Un ivers ity administ ra tion at t he ti me, but his fi rst and last love was literat ure, poet ry in particular. Da ily after 

five he would cross t he quad to come to my offi ce and we would hash over t he innumerable problems 

infant magazine. He was an ed itor in everything but name at t he same ti me t hat he gave me much-needecl 

advice on t he housekeepi ng details associated with academ ic publ ish ing. In 1982, he t ook over t he ed 
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helm at Renditions and immed iately put his stamp on t he issues fo llowing. Stephen and I were ably assisted 

Diana Yue, whom I once hal f-jokingly referred to as be ing'present at t he creation', Ms Yue's skilled hand 

was evident in the more difficul t t ransla ti ons in t he earlier issues, as well as in the graphics fo r wh ich we had 

won much pra ise from t he start。

r. 一·一·一·一·一．＿．＿．一·一·一·一．］

Self-portra 代 by George Kao, 

1998. 

Translati on is often called a thankless j ob; if so, then ed iti ng a 

t ranslation magazine is a challenging pursu it t hat is doubly t hankless. 

Before he reti red, Stephen had brought in John Minfo rd, the noted 

t ranslator of the last fo rty cha pters of The Story of the Stone, who served 

a disti nguished but all-too-brief tour as Editor. (Both John and Diana Yue 

are now enj oyi ng t he t ranquility of the academic groves.) In 1986, t he 

burdens of ed itorsh ip devolved ont o t he slender shoulders of Eva Hung. 

Together with Prof. David Pollard, fi rst as co-ed itor and now Advisory 

Editor, she has made Renditions what it is today. Their j oint 

perfo rmance—year in and year out, issue upon spectacular issue—IS 

characterized by a scholarly depth and ed itorial savvy that encompasses 

t he length and breadth of t he Ch inese literary landscape from the Shi Jing 

to Gao Xingjian, from Hong Kong across the waters to Ta iwan and the 

Ma inland. 

But that is the rest of the story, and I leave it to t hose closer to t he 

current scene to tell. And to t he magazine to speak fo r itself.囹\ 
L 」\~ 

I 一·一·一．一·一·一·一．＿．＿．＿．一·-
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