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Preface

H. C. Andersen’s tales are considered as classical fairy tales in China. 
How they have achieved this canonical status is one of the concerns 
of this study. Taking a historical point of view, this book intends to 
examine how the Chinese translations and interpretations of his tales, 
since they were first introduced and translated, have contributed to 
their canonization, and how they have shaped the various images of 
Andersen in different temporal periods. 

Moreover, considering translation as a social practice taking place 
in a polysystem, this study will further examine how socio-political 
factors like economics and ideology, as well as human factors such as 
patrons, translators, and readers, have influenced the Chinese transla-
tions and interpretations of Andersen’s tales. In addition, to reveal the 
social roles played by translators, patrons and readers in mediating 
between cultures and to humanize this translation history, the human 
factors themselves will be another focus of this study. 

However, this book is not merely a history about facts like names 
and dates. It also involves observations on the translations which ap-
peared in various periods. Out of my understanding of the nature of 
translation practice, the original Danish texts, the English mediating 
texts, and the Chinese TTs will all be referred to in textual analyses 
and comparisons, which will clarify the intertextual relations and in-
fluences operating among them. With this analysis as support, the 
precise roles that the aforementioned factors have played in the trans-
lation of Andersen’s works can be determined. Based on the obser-
vations of translated texts and the history of translation, my own 
reflections on some of the phenomena applying to Andersen transla-
tion in China, like indirect translation and retranslation, will also be 
discussed. 
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Chapter One 
Introduction

1.1 Introduction
Do you know Andersen, the writer of fairy tales? If you put this ques-
tion to a Chinese, whether to an old man or to a teenager, you will 
most probably receive a positive answer and a smile. The images of 
the ugly duckling, the tiny Thumbelina and the beautiful mermaid 
will probably emerge in their minds at the same time. Translations 
of Andersen’s tales have been collected into various “corpora” – “an-
thologies” of classic fairy tales – and published by almost every liter-
ary publishing house in China, and most of the articles on Andersen 
and his tales, academic or non-academic, also praise Andersen as a 
classic writer of fairy tales. Today, Hans Christian Andersen’s tales 
are always categorized as classical fairy tales in Chinese bookstores, 
whether traditional or on-line. 

How can we confirm the canonized status that Andersen’s tales 
have achieved in China? First of all, we need to define “canonized 
literature”. For Even-Zohar, “by ‘canonized’ one means those literary 
norms and works (i.e., both models and texts) which are accepted as 
legitimate by the dominant circles within a culture and whose con-
spicuous products are preserved by the community to become part of 
its historical heritage” (Even-Zohar, 1990, p.15). In addition, Frank 
Kermode holds that the books we call classics “possess intrinsic quali-
ties that endure and possess also openness to accommodation, which 
keeps them alive under endlessly varying dispositions” (Kermode, 
1975, p. 44). This “openness to accommodation”, according to Venuti, 
indicates “a capability to support multiple interpretations over time” 
(Venuti 2008, p. 28). Proceeding from Even Zohar and Fermode’s defi-
nitions of canonized literature, there would be four criteria for a can-
onized work in a literary system. First, it must be accepted as legiti-
mate by the dominant circles within a culture. Second, it must become 
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20 Chapter one – Introduction

part of the heritage of a culture. Third, it must be time-enduring. And 
last, it must be capable of inspiring multiple interpretations. 

Andersen’s tales obviously meet all the criteria of canonized litera-
ture in the Chinese literary system. First, they have been considered as 
archetypes for creating children’s literature in China since they were 
introduced to the country. Many Chinese writers have acknowledged 
that they have been inspired by Andersen’s tales in one way or an-
other.1 Moreover, some stylistic features in Andersen’s tales, like the 
colloquial writing style, have been used extensively in children’s lit-
erature in China. Hence, Andersen’s tales meet the criterion of having 
been accepted by the dominant Chinese literary circles as authorized 
works.

Second, many themes in Andersen’s tales have become popular 
themes in Chinese children’s literature, and have been absorbed as idi-
omatic expressions in Chinese. For instance, a Chinese person would 
effortlessly understand the implication in a saying like “我不过是一

只丑小鸭” (I’m just an ugly duckling) as an expression of diffidence. 
Moreover, Andersen’s tales have been consistently retranslated in Chi-
na for nearly a century. I am in agreement with scholars like Gadamer 
(1975, in 1991, p. 384), Axel Bühler (2002, p. 56) and Venuti (2008, 
p. 28), who consider translation as a certain type of interpretative 
activity. Therefore, the consistent retranslation of a source text (ST) 
during a period in the receiving culture implies the ST’s capability of 
inspiring multiple interpretations, which helps to confirm the canoni-
cal status of the ST. Therefore, it is safe to declare that Andersen and 
his tales have achieved canonized status in China’s literary system. 

In fact, this research was inspired by this primary observation of the 
status of Andersen’s tales in the Chinese literary system: from the time 
that Sun Yuxiu2 first introduced Hans Christian Andersen to Chinese 
readers (although he misspelled Andersen’s name as “Anderson”) in a 
1909 article on notable European and US writers, through persistent 
(re)translations and interpretations, Andersen has gradually become a 
household name in China as a classic writer of fairy tales. Andersen 

1	 These Chinese writers range from writers who started to create children’s literature in 
the 1920s to those who are active at present and include Ye Shengtao, Zheng Zhenduo, 
Chen Bochui, Jiang Fangzhou, Yang Hongying, Cao Wenxuan. A complete list would 
be very long.

2	 For ease of reading, only Pinyin of Chinese names will be offered in the main text of 
this book. There will be a cross-reference list, including the Chinese characters of the 
names and their respective Pinyin, attached to this dissertation for readers’ reference.
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