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  Abstract 

Intertextuality theories provide a powerful theoretical tool for deconstructing and 
interpreting the complexities involved in the English translation of Chinese mod-
ernist poetry. This paper takes Yan Xi’s poetry collection Garden of Mysteries as 
its corpus. Firstly, employing Gérard Genette’s theoretical framework, it analyzes 
and identifies the intertextual features of the micro-texts within the collection from 
the perspectives of intertextuality, paratextuality, and architextuality. Then, utiliz-
ing the framework established by Hatim and Mason, it assesses the “knowledge 
base differences” between the source and target languages, weighing the selection 
of intertextuality translation strategies from the angles of cultural default, textual 
world differences, and differences in recipients’ knowledge structures. The paper 
not only focuses on explicit cultural allusions and the compensatory function of 
paratexts, but also delves into the structural intertextuality of modern poetry, 
thereby revealing how translators, in the global context, can construct a cross-cul-
tural “Mystery Garden” for Chinese modernist poetry for overseas reception. The 
case study of translating Garden of Mysteries is not only a specific application of 
this theory but also an exploration and deepening of the theory and practice of trans-
lating Chinese modernist poetry, aiming to provide richer theoretical perspectives 
for academic discussions in related fields. 
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The English translation of Chinese modernist poetry, a crucial part of China’s literature “going global,” has long 

faced the challenge of conveying its unique aesthetic value and cultural connotations. Traditional translation research 

paradigms, such as discussions on “fidelity” and “equivalence,” often prove inadequate when dealing with the highly 

suggestive, imagery-dense, and culturally profound nature of Chinese modernist poetry. The introduction of intertex-

tuality theory provides a new, well-founded analytical and applicative tool for this field. 

Drawing on key achievements of intertextuality theory in the field of translation, this paper explores its application 

and expansion in the English translation of Chinese modernist poetry. The research material for this paper is selected 

from the poetry collection Garden of Mysteries (Yan, 2018). Using the application of intertextuality theory in the 

translation process of this collection as a case study, the paper explores feasible paths for translators to construct 

English translations of Chinese modernist poetry within the global context. 
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1. The Core Framework of Intertextuality Theory and its Evolution in Translation Practice 

Julia Kristeva, the founder of intertextuality theory, proposed this revolutionary concept. She stated: “Any text is 

constructed as a mosaic of quotations; any text is the absorption and transformation of another.” (Julia, 1980) Building 

on this academic foundation, numerous scholars have expanded the intertextuality theory to be applied to various 

fields. 

Gérard Genette (1997) constructed the framework of “transtextuality,” providing a precise classification of inter-

textuality and offering operable tools for the textual analysis of intertextuality. His theory of “intertextuality” is an 

effective tool for analyzing explicit intertextual references like Chinese and Western allusions, myths, and philosoph-

ical thoughts in Garden of Mysteries; his theory of “paratextuality” is highly valuable in translating Garden of Mys-

teries, as it is a collection combining poems and paintings, where Yan Xi’s poems and the artist Li Zi’s paintings 

echo each other, reinforcing meaning and deepening understanding; furthermore, Chinese modernist poetry has 

unique structural features, such as spaces in one line, line breaks, omission of punctuation, and dislocated grammar. 

Genette’s “architextuality” can be used to analyze and interpret the structural features of the collection. 

Hatim and Mason (1990) established an analytical path from “identification of intertextuality” to “selection of 

intertextual strategies.” “The translator’s first task is to identify the presence and function of [intertextual] signals in 

the source text. The next is to decide whether, and how, the same function can be preserved in the target text, given 

the differences in the two knowledge bases.” (Hatim and Mason, 1990) The original Chinese poems in Garden of 

Mysteries contain numerous explicit intertextual signals, such as ‘阿修罗’ (Asura), ‘江山美人’ (Throne and beauty), 

‘惊蛰’ (Insects Awakening) from Eastern culture, and ‘神庙’ (temple), ‘死神’ (god of death), ‘爱神’ (goddess of 

love) from Western culture. When handling these intertextual references, the translator needs to assess the 

“knowledge base differences” between the source and target languages (i.e., disparities in cultural presuppositions, 

textual conventions, and readerly expectations) case by case, and ultimately make specific translation strategy choices 

such as retention, substitution, or omission, etc. 

2. Gérard Genette’s Theory: Identifying Intertextual Features in the Poetry Collection Garden 

of Mysteries 

As Chinese modernist poetry becomes increasingly diversified and individualized, its intertextual references have 

also become more complex and introspective. The poetry collection Garden of Mysteries is a Chinese-English col-

lection of poems and paintings, whose overall form creates an intertextual relationship with Dante’s The Divine 

Comedy. The collection’s reception of the “Dante Poetry Prize” from the Rome Capital Government in 2018 acknowl-

edges this homage to The Divine Comedy. Furthermore, the poet Yan Xi is also accomplished in calligraphy and oil 

painting; his poetry exhibits significant visual art connectivity, with references to ink wash, oil painting, sculpture, 

etc., providing an excellent case for “inter-art intertextuality.” His flexible use of Eastern and Western philosophical 

thoughts in his poems also provides rich material for exploring translation study. Genette’s (1997) perspective of 

“transtextuality” provides a powerful tool for reconstructing the complex network of relationships between the orig-

inal text and literary, artistic, and philosophical texts in the English translation of Garden of Mysteries. Wang Ning 

(2021) also adopted this theoretical framework in his study on the translation of Chinese literature for overseas re-

ception, demonstrating its utility for analyzing cross-cultural textual networks—a utility this paper applies specifi-

cally to the poetic and visual intertexts in Garden of Mysteries. 

2.1 Intertextuality Constructs Deep Understanding on Inlay of Eastern and Western Allusions and Phil-

osophical Thoughts 

The first chapter contains a poem entitled “无欲” (Sexlessness), whose first line is: “阿修罗 / 我最爱的阿修罗” 

(Asura, my beloved Asura.). ‘阿修罗’ (Asura) originates from Indian mythology and was later incorporated into the 

Buddhist system, representing a deity with a fierce and aggressive temper. The poet calling it ‘my beloved’ is not a 

direct reference to its original meaning but a subversive emotional projection. This removes the name from the orig-

inal religious context, transforming ‘阿修罗’ into a contradictory object of DESIRE, both fearsome and fascinating, 

embodying the absorption and transformation of intertextuality. 

The first poem in Chapter Six, “灵魂惊蛰” (The Wakening of Soul) contains the line: “在季节之中 惊蛰 / 意
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味领悟” (Among all the seasons, Insects Awakening means knowing.). ‘惊蛰’ is one of the 24 solar terms in the 

Chinese calendar, referring to the spring thunder awakening hibernating insects. The poet transforms it from a cli-

matic concept into a philosophical and psychological moment. Here, ‘惊蛰’ becomes a metaphor for the bursting 

forth of inspiration and inner awakening, achieving an intertextual sublimation from natural time to spiritual time. 

Another poem in Chapter Six, “如履薄冰” (Treading on Thin Ice) begins with: “向下飞翔的姿势 很轻很轻 / 

却像一团火凤凰的翅膀” (Diving in the sky, very gently though. / But it is like the wings of Fire Phonix.). ‘火凤凰’ 

(fire phoenix) is an immortal divine bird in Chinese mythology, symbolizing nirvana and rebirth. The poet depicts its 

‘diving posture,’ creating a dynamic aesthetic paradox----diving implies falling, while the reborn-from-ashes ‘Phoe-

nix’ tends to be light, presenting an upward flying posture. This is a creative application of traditional Chinese im-

agery. 

2.2 Paratextuality Constructs Aesthetic Alliance with Mutual Interpretation of Poems and Paintings  

In Chapter One, the line in the first poem “眼睛” (Eyes): “我知道 / 我在你的迷失丛林迷失” (I know I am lost in 

your lost forest), and the first line of the second poem “灵界” (The Spirit World): “迷失在灵界的那边 / 看上去轻

松” (Lost in the spirit world / Looking relaxed) constitute internal intertextuality within the poem texts, repeatedly 

echoing the theme of Chapter One, “Drifting Love,” showcasing the poet’s confusion and loss regarding the uncer-

tainty of love. The illustration between these two poems is Lizi’s oil painting titled ‘Lost’. Its visual language—

chaotic imagery, wintery branches, somber colors, blurred human figure—concretizes the core poetic theme of ‘Lost.’ 

This painting, as a paratext, is not merely an illustration but a visual equivalent of the poem, guiding the reader to 

immerse more deeply in the experience of ‘lost’ through the intertwining of text and image. 

Another example is in the first poem “天柱” (Pillar) in Chapter Five: “你描绘的神庙 天宇和擎柱 / 铺上的那

层层灰色薄雾” (The temple, arch and column you depicted / are covered with greyish mist layer by layer). The 

architectural imagery here resonates with the visual presentation of the oil painting illustration on the left-hand page. 

Elements in the painting, such as a row of Roman columns and a classical sculptural head, provide a visual image of 

Western classical temple ruin, echoing the aesthetics conveyed in the poetic line. This intertextuality between image 

and text greatly enriches the text’s cross-temporal sense and cultural layers, making the imagery in the poet’s lines 

concretely visible. 

Furthermore, Yan Xi’s poetic lines are full of inter-art intertextual references as well. For instance, the last two 

lines of “灵界” (The Spirit World) in Chapter One: “男女不分的雕塑和画中的影子 / 是我和你缠绵徘徊的延续” 

(The sexless sculptures and shadows on the painting / Tell the subsequent stories of our lingering love); the last two 

lines of “飞蛾” (Moths) in Chapter One: “画面上漂浮的是你也是我 / 在灵魂的世界我们变成了一个人” 

(What’s drifting on the painting is you and me also / We become one in the world of soul), etc. These lines fuse poetic 

narrative with artistic creation. The poet defines the relationship between “I” and “you” as a coexistence in art. This 

is a manifestation of “meta-intertextuality,” as the creative inspiration and aesthetic construction of the poetry essen-

tially originate from visual art. 

2.3 Architextuality Constructs Chinese Modernist Poetry Aesthetics with Montage-like Collage of Words, 

Phrases, and Sentences 

The poem “灵界” (The Spirit World) in Chapter One contains these lines: “草地消失 人群消失 房屋消失 / 碎了 

石头碎了 画布碎了 心碎了” (Disappearing are the grassland, the crowd, and the house / Broken are the stone, the 

canvas, and the heart). This is a typical Chinese poetic syntax: juxtaposition of images. Through the repetition and 

parallel structure of the verbs ‘消失’ (disappear) and ‘碎了’ (broken), it creates a rapid rhythm and visual impact of 

a world quickly disintegrating. This is relatively rare in English poetry, as English grammar typically requires more 

conjunctions and logical relations, whereas the “paratactic” nature of Chinese allows for this montage editing based 

on emotional-psychological logic. 

In the poem “诺言” (Promise) in Chapter Five, the first two stanzas: “那柄时光之剑 先划破了天 / 划破了血

脉和心脏 // 既然心已碎 还坚持什么 / 嘶哑的声音 / 召唤灵魂的归依” (The sword of time, pierces the sky, 

The vein and the heart. // My heart is broken, so what do I hold? The hoarse voice is calling your soul back). There 

are no personal subjects in these two Chinese stanzas. The agent of the actions is hidden, making the harm of the 
‘sword of time’ a universal, unavoidable experience. This treatment of blurred subjectivity invites readers to project 
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themselves into the poem, calling for comprehensive empathy from the reader. In English poetry, even using passive 

voice or imperative mood, it is often difficult to fully replicate the sense of immersion and emotional resonance 

brought by this effacement of the subject. 

In “等待葬礼” (Waiting for the Funeral) in Chapter Eight, there is the line: “活着 也只是一种表面上的 / 明镜” 

(Being alive, is just a fake / Mirror). Through enjambment and spacing, the complete sentence is broken up. ‘表面上

的’ (superficial) as a modifier is suspended, creating a reading pause and expectation, finally landing on “明镜” 

(mirror), producing the possibility of a dual understanding: ‘being alive is just a superficial (state)’ and ‘being alive 

is a superficial mirror.’ This triggers the reader’s imagination regarding the metaphorical connection between ‘being 

alive’ and ‘mirror’—living is like the reflection in a mirror, a real inverted image, an illusion—thus constructing the 

deep signification that ‘living is like death.’ This technique of creating grammatical suspense and semantic disloca-

tion through lineation is an important feature of the architextuality of modern poetry, whose conversion into English 

often requires careful syntactic reconstruction. 

3. Hatim and Mason’s Theory: Selecting Intertextual Translation Strategies for the Chinese-to-

English Translation of Garden of Mysteries 

Hatim and Mason (1990) emphasized that the translator must first be a sensitive decoder of the “intertextual signals” 

in the source text, and then become an encoder who reconstructs these signals in the target culture. This establishes 

an analytical path for the translator from the “identification of intertextuality” to the “selection of intertextual strate-

gies.” Building upon their theoretical foundation, prominent Chinese translation researchers such as Zhao Yanchun 

& Li Hongman (2020) applied it to the study of English translation strategies for Chinese classics. Li & Hu argued 

that “the translation of modernist poetry necessitates a strategy that oscillates between fidelity to the source text’s 

aesthetic innovations and the need for intelligibility within the target literary system.” (Li & Hu, 2022) These ideas 

and theories have provided significant inspiration for the author in the English translation of the poetry collection 

Garden of Mysteries. 

Based on the identification of the intertextual features (intertextuality, paratextuality, architextuality) in the poetry 

collection Garden of Mysteries, we can basically clarify that during the Chinese-to-English translation process, the 

translator needs to assess the “knowledge base differences” between the source and target languages, make trade-offs 

when dealing with cultural default, textual world differences, and differences in recipients’ knowledge structures, 

and ultimately make specific translation strategy choices such as retention, explicitation, substitution, or omission. 

Simultaneously, attention must be paid to how, under the objective reality of “knowledge base differences,” literary 

and aesthetic intertextuality between the source and target languages can be constructed while employing these strat-

egies. 

3.1 Translation Strategies for Cultural Default 

Strategy (1): Foreignization / Domestication 

The line “阿修罗 我最爱的阿修罗” from the poem “无欲” (Sexlessness) in Chapter One is translated directly as 

“Asura, my beloved Asura.” The recognition of “Asura” in English culture is far lower than in the East. The translator 

did not add a note but adopted a foreignization strategy, using direct transliteration. This preserves the cultural het-

erogeneity and phonetic beauty of the original. This precisely transforms its function from “activating a known myth-

ological figure” to “introducing a new image with an exotic proprietary name.” Its mythological connotations (com-

bative, duality of good and evil) are partially sacrificed, but its poetic image as an object of desire is extended. 

The phrase “爱神在流泪” (The goddess of love is crying) mentioned in Chapter Four’s “偏见” (Prejudice) is trans-

lated using a domestication strategy, employing the common equivalent in English “the goddess of love” (usually 

referring to Venus). This effectively bridges the cultural default, allowing English readers to instantly understand its 

reference. However, it loses the potential Eastern cultural associations different from the Greco-Roman mythological 

system that the Chinese “爱神” might contain, such as Yue Lao, Nüwa, or the Jinghuan Xianzi Fairy in Dream of the 

Red Chamber. The pursuit is functional equivalence rather than cultural precision. 

Strategy (2): Explanatory Translation 

The line “在季节之中 惊蛰 意味领悟” from Chapter Six’s “灵魂惊蛰” (The Wakening of Soul) is translated as: 

“Among all the seasons, Insects Awakening means knowing”. For 惊蛰, the translation ‘Insects Awakening’ is 
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chosen. 惊蛰 is a unique Chinese cultural concept from the 24 solar terms; neither transliteration nor literal transla-

tion would convey the meaning. The translator renders it as “Insects Awakening,” accurately explaining the natural 

phenomenon connotation of this solar term. Although it loses the dynamic sense of “惊” (startling/thunder) and the 

philosophical implication of “蛰” (hibernation) in Chinese, it provides a clear pathway to the core meaning “insects 

awakening,” constituting effective compensation for cultural default. 

3.2 Translation Strategies for Textual World Differences 

The textual world of Chinese modernist poetry relies on its unique syntactic structures, such as parataxis, omission 

of subjects, spaces, enjambment, and grammatical dislocations, which constitute significant textual world differences 

compared to the English grammatical framework that emphasizes strict logic. 

Strategy (3): Grammatical and Logical Reconstruction 

The line from “灵界” (The Spirit World) in Chapter One: “草地消失 人群消失 房屋消失 / 碎了 石头碎了 

画布碎了 心碎了”. The original creates a montage effect of the world rapidly collapsing through asyndetic parataxis 

and repetition. Its English translation: “Disappearing are the grassland, the crowd, and the houses. / Broken are the 

stone, the canvas, and the heart.” The parallel, repeated verbs ‘消失’ (disappear) and ‘碎了’ (broken) that build the 

sense of fragmented meaning in Chinese are difficult to replicate exactly in English expression. However, through 

grammatical reconstruction, the translator uses inverted expressions, “Disappearing are...”, “Broken are...”, empha-

sizing the ongoing nature of the actions and the visual dynamics. This ensures both the integrity of the English gram-

matical structure and the fluency and readability of the translation, while the rapid rhythm and visual impact generated 

by pure parataxis in the original are also preserved. 

Strategy (4): Subject Supplementation and Syntactic Regularization 

The subjectless sentence from “诺言” (Promise) in Chapter Five “既然心已碎 还坚持什么 / 嘶哑的声音 / 召

唤灵魂的归依” is translated as: “My heart is broken, so what do I hold? The hoarse voice is calling your soul back.” 

The original lack of personal pronouns creates a universality of emotion. In English translation, the translator must 

supplement the subject ‘I’, add possessive pronouns in ‘my heart’, ‘your soul’, add punctuation, remove spaces, 

transforming the suggestive Chinese expression into complete sentences conforming to English grammar. This gives 

the actions clearer agents and recipients, somewhat concretizing and personalizing the ethereal and universal quality 

of the original poem, reflecting the fundamental differences between the two languages in constructing textual worlds. 

3.3 Translation Strategies for Differences in Recipients’ Knowledge Structures 

Strategy (5): Reshaping Cultural Images Ideologically 

In the line from Chapter Five’s “天柱” (Pillar): “江山美人 / 英雄凋零的时代” (Throne and beauty, in this era 

with few heroes), ‘江山’ is translated as ‘Throne and beauty’. ‘江山’ in Chinese culture metaphorically refers to 

‘state power’ or ‘the nation’; a literal translation ‘rivers and mountains’ would confuse English readers. The translator 

chooses ‘Throne’, selecting a symbol of power more easily understood in the target culture. The title “天柱” is also 

not literally translated as ‘Column’ or ‘Column in the Heaven’, but rather as ‘Pillar’, which carries more abstract 

connotations, symbolizing the ‘core of power’. This choice bridges the cultural gap, maintains consistency in seman-

tic direction, and shapes a cultural image more aligned with Western readers’ imagination of Eastern power, although 

it sacrifices the physical imagery of geography and architecture inherent in ‘江山’ and ‘天柱’, ensuring the transmis-

sion of the ideological theme of ‘power and love’. 

Strategy (6): Adhering to Target Language Poetic Norms on the Poetic Dimension 

The line from “等待葬礼” (Waiting for the Funeral) in Chapter Eight: “活着 也只是一种表面上的 / 明镜”. 

The original uses enjambment to create suspense between ‘表面上的’ and ‘明镜’. The English translation: “Being 

alive, is just a fake / Mirror,” retains the enjambment suspense, while choosing the word ‘fake’ instead of ‘superficial’, 

making the paradoxical relationship more direct and impactful. Simultaneously, directly translating ‘明镜’ as ‘Mirror’ 

easily allows target language readers to associate it with the Evil Queen’s magic mirror in Snow White or the Mirror 

of Erised in Harry Potter. This reflects the translator’s creative transformation of the original poem’s form and diction 

within the permissible range of English modern poetry, respecting both the formal intent and semantic expression of 

the original poem, while also ensuring effective associations for the translation within the target language’s poetic 

system. 
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Conclusion 

This paper used Genette’s “classification of intertextuality” to identify the intertextual features of the poetry collec-

tion Garden of Mysteries, and based on Hatim and Mason’s “selection of intertextual strategy” for text translation, 

selected translation strategies for the collection. For Garden of Mysteries, and by extension for many works of Chi-

nese modernist poetry, their successful reception in translation depends significantly on whether the translator has a 

deep understanding of the cultural intertextuality, structural intertextuality, and semantic intertextuality of Chinese 

modernist poetry. Furthermore, as Bassnett stated, “The translator should be not so much a match-maker as a bigamist, 

who retains the affection of both his native and his adopted language.” (Bassnett, 2002) The translator does need a 

profound feeling for the surging emotions of poetry in both languages, and be able to construct a comprehensible and 

acceptable intertextual network for the target language in the English-speaking world, thereby proving that it is not 

only “Chinese” poetry but also poetry belonging to the “world.” The case study of Garden of Mysteries is not only a 

specific application of intertextuality theory in translation but also a beneficial exploration of the theory of translating 

Chinese modernist poetry, hoping to contribute new insights to academic discussions in related fields. 
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