International Journal of Philosophy
2025, Vol. 13, No. 3, pp. 116-134
https://doi.org/10.11648/j.ijp.20251303.16

SciencePG
Science Pumng Group

Research Article

Cultural Implications of Numbers in the Tang Poems & the
Realization of Them in the English Translations

Wang Ruifu”

Foreign Languages School, Guizhou University of Engineering Science, Bijie City, China

Abstract

As a unique language Phenomenon, numeral expressions are frequently employed in Ancient Chinese poems including the Tang
Poems, the most influential and most precious part of Chinese literature. Therefore it is meaningful to study them since numeral
expressions in Chinese language bear abundant cultural implications that are deeply rooted in a traditional Chinese culture
tradition: Daoism, the ultimate goal of which is to reach harmony between man and nature and this in fact has become the goal of
life for many Chinese poets who are nurtured by Daoism. The objective of this article is to study this language phenomenon in the
Tang Poems, explain why it is difficult to translate Tang Poems into English language and strive to seek a solution to this
problem. In order to reach this purpose, we propose a tripartie model for numeral semantics, namely, numeral expressions in
Chinese language may convey three potential meanings: perceptional meaning, notional meaning and aesthetic meaning; while
expressed in different languages, the intersections of meanings (co-knowledge, consensus, consonance) vary in degree; among
them, the least one is the intersection of aesthetic meanings, by which we mean the aesthetic feeling that can be motivated by
language, either the original or the target. Based on our “meaning system” framework and bridging linguistic analysis and
cultural philosophy, this article reaches the conclusion: three kind of meaning intersections between the original and target
languages must be realized for successful translations, including, undoubtedly, the translations of the Tang Poems. In conclusion,
this article points out that whenever translating is regarded as a purposeful activity, only techniques that can transmit cultural
implications of the numeral expressions in Tang poems into the target language are ideal options of translation.
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1. Introduction

The Tang Dynasty is an important period in Chinese history;
it is a time with political stability and economic prosperity and
it is a period of general peace. But to most Chinese people it is
a golden period because the Tang Dynasty is the golden age of
poetry: all the three most famous Chinese poets, Li Bai, Du Fu
and Wang Wei lived during the Tang Dynasty (618-907).

The Tang Poems belong to the greatest Chinese poetry and

are the most valuable contributions by traditional Chinese
culture to the whole world and their importance can not be
over-estimated. [7]. Therefore | think it is important to ex-
plore the cultural implications hidden in the Chinese Tang
Poems and introduce them to the readers with different cul-
tural background.

Since it’s impossible to study everything about the Tang
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Poems in one article, I only focus on one aspect of the Tang
Poems: the cultural implications conveyed by certain numbers
in some of them and the realizations of them in their English
translations.

In this article I will make such a conclusion: many Tang
poets’ preference in employing numeral expressions in their
poems is a unique language phenomenon; some numbers
convey cultural implications which are rooted in Chinese
culture tradition: Daoism, which has influenced Tang poets’
peculiar attitude to nature: an harmony between man and
nature. The conception of human-nature harmony in Daocism
is outstandingly expressed in the cultural implications of
certain numbers or numeral expressions in some Tang Poems.

In the second chapter of this article, 1 will discuss on such
opinions: that numbers in Chinese language may (not must)
convey three potential meanings: perceptional meaning (A %1

&= ), notional meaning (EEf# 7= ) and aesthetic meaning
(5 3£ % ). | use these terms in the following definitions: the
perceptional meaning denotes achievements as the result of
perceptional activities such as seeing and hearing etc; notional
meaning represents people’s mental achievements as results
of understanding process; and the aesthetic meaning reflects
people’s mental achievements in their aesthetic experience.
The first, perceptional meaning, is free from cultural color;
the second, notional meaning, is full of cultural color; the
third one, aesthetic meaning, is super-cultural in its nature but
is strongly influenced by the second one. Therefore | suggest a
term to the last two of them: cultural implications.

In chapter three, | attempt to develop a model to answer the
frequently asked question: what makes it difficult to translate
the numbers in the Chinese Tang poetry. The conclusion that
is induced from this model is as follows: translating activity
that involves only perceptional meaning of numbers is easy
because the perceptional meaning is identical to people with
different culture-lingua background. where numbers’ notional
meaning is involved, the translating process will be difficult
because it is less likely for people from different cul-
ture-lingua background to form a “consensus” between their
meaning systems. The aesthetic meaning conveyed in the
numbers or numeral expressions (which commonly occurs in
the Tang Poems) is the most difficult to transmit into English
language because it is most unlikely to reach “aesthetic con-
sonance” between people speaking different languages: Eng-
lish and Chinese.

In the end of this thesis, | will focus on discussing the
phenomenon: Even to best translators like Xu Yuanchong?,
how to deal with the numbers employed in Chinese Tang
Poems in the translating process is a challenge. | will do some
rethinking on the English translations of some Tang Poems, so
as to discuss some contradicting options in the translating of
certain numbers in the Tang Poems. According to the Princi-
ples of Christiane Nord that translating is a process of “pur-
poseful activity” [5], | reach such a conclusion: in the trans-
lating of numbers in the Tang Poems as cultural symbols,
techniques that can transmit these implications into the target
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language can be ideal options of translations. Because such a
treatment can satisfy the demand of the people with western
cultural background who are attempting to decipher the spe-
cial meanings hidden in Daoism: the conception of the one-
ness of man and nature, as is outstandingly depicted in the
Tang Poems.

2. The Importance of Numbers to the
Tang Poems

2.1. The Unusual Frequency of Certain
Numbers in the Tang Poems

As has been pointed out in the preface of this article, Tang
Dynasty is a golden age of Poetry in Chinese history since the
Tang Dynasty is a time in which Chinese poetry reached its
peak for its greatest achievements in the history of Chinese
literature. At present there are as many as 49,000 Tang Poems
created by 2200 poets in the Tang Dynasty that have survived
the long passage of more than ten centuries. To most Chinese
people, learning to recite the Tang Poems is the starting of
their education; and “Tang” is almost a synonym of China to
the people in the western countries.

The prosperity of the creation of poems in the Tang Dyn-
asty to some extent was the result of the encouragement and
support of the several open-minded rulers of that dynasty.
From the founder of Tang dynasty, down to the last ruler,
almost every emperor in the Tang Dynasty was a great lover
and patron of poetry; they themselves claimed to be decedents
and followers of Laozu (3 ) and many were poets them-
selves. A special tribute should be paid to the Empress or the
"Woman Emperor" (Wu Zetian) (684-704), through whose
influence poetry became a requisite and important course in
examinations leading to official promotion. This made every
official as well as every scholar a poet in her ruling years.

To most educated Chinese people, Tang poems represent
Chinese classic poems; the outstanding feature of the Tang
Poems are the regulations that must be followed for writing
classic poems in Chinese language: the length of a line must
be limited to a certain number of the characters, usually five or
seven; the length of a poem was limited to a certain number of
lines, usually four or eight or twelve. The maintenance of
rhymes, the parallelism of characters, and the balance of tones
were other rules considered essential.

But it would be a misapprehension to think these are all the
features of the Tang Poems.

In fact there are also some other special features of the Tang
Poems worth discussing. For example, the unusual frequency
of certain numbers employed in them is one of the most out-
standing features of them. This phenomenon can be found
especially in the poems of Li Bai, the most outstanding figure
among Chinese poets. Li Bai, a romantic poet, rebelled
against the rigid social life of his time, with his personalities
being casual, passionate and unruly (the most typical charac-
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teristics of Daoists). Therefore the best way to observe Li
Bai’s personality is to read his poems. From his poems we will
find that he embraced freedom; his best poems are for love,
friendship and the worship of nature. He is fond of the delights
of wine, but most of all, he had deep love and chant of the
strange, majestic, and awe-inspiring aspects of nature.

Such a conclusion is based on the fact: Li Bai, as many
other poets in his time, prefers employing certain numbers in
his poems because these special numbers in Chinese tradi-
tional culture and language convey affluent cultural implica-
tions about nature and they can also convey aesthetic mean-
ings in the poems, as will be discussed in the second chapter.

An observation of most important Tang Poems can confirm
such a conclusion that numbers and numeral expressions are
very important to them.

The following is some brief statistics about the frequency
of the usage of certain numbers in the famous collection 300
Tang Poems, though compiled by Hengtang Lay Buddhist?, a
scholar in the Qing Dynasty, are regarded by most Chinese
scholars as the representatives of Tang Poems. There fore we
make use of them as representatives of Tang Poems because
these poems in the above-mentioned collection are regarded
as the most quality ones of Chinese classic poetry, so it is
reasonable for us to treat them as an acceptable sample for the
mathematical statistics about the frequency of certain num-
bers that appear in the Tang Poems. In the above mentioned
poem collection, there are 320 Tang Poems containing 1627
lines in totality. Therefore | use computer software, Microsoft
Word, to calculate the frequency of the usage of certain
numbers (usually in the form of numeral-classifier com-
pounds) which are usually considered the most typical num-
bers in Chinese language because they have affluent implica-
tions in Chinese traditional culture). The data | obtain in my
calculation are as follows®:

“—”: (One) 218

“=": (Three) 207

“J1”: (Nine) 49

“H”: (Hundred) 26

“F: (Thousand) 46

“J3”: (Ten thousand) 74

Totally: 620

| also have made mathematical statistics about the poems
written by Li Bai in the collection mentioned above, one of the
most famous poets in The Tang Dynasty whose poems are
generally regarded to represent the most grandiose achieve-
ments of Chinese poetry. Once again with computer software
Microsoft Word 98, | obtained the following data in the sta-
tistics:

The total lines in the statistics: 765

The times of the presence of certain numbers:

“—” (One) 19

“="(Three) 15

“F” (Five) 7

“JL” (nine) 4
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“F-> (thousand) 11

“Ji” (ten thousand) 16

Total: 76

I also have done similar calculation of the usage of em-
ploying certain numbers of some other poets living in the
Tang Dynasty such as Dufu (1 &) and Bai Juyi ()& %) and
| find their adherence of using numbers is as obvious as in the
poems of Li Bai. For example, the following poem of Dufu:

[y LR SR

—frE¥ EHEXR.

CENT SR/ CH

T IVHAR R T HA .

(A pair of golden orioles twitter in the greenish willow, A

line of white herons flutter on their blue-bound way. The

window frames the western mountain's thousand-year snow,

By the door moor ships from Eastern Wu ten thousand li

away. Du Fu: A Quatrain)*

In my observation | also find another interesting phenom-
enon about Tang Poems: When the poets want to express their
worship to the beauty and grandiose of nature in their poems,
they often employ numbers like “hundred” (), “thousand”
(T), and “ten thousand” (/7). Here I list only some lines
quoted from the 300 poems in the collection mentioned above,
which fall into this group:

TS R4,

JENER K. (WIRETT)

(A hundred mountains and no bird, A thousand paths

without a footprint; Liu Zongyuan: River-snow)®.

PR i P s AN

BAodpE L. (FA)

(Yet monkeys are still calling on both banks behind me To

my boat these ten thousand mountains away. Li Bai:

Through the Yangzi Gorges).

My observations confirm that it’s by no means unreasona-
ble to reach such a conclusion that certain numbers’ presence
is extraordinarily frequent in the Tang Poems.

2.2. Tang Poets’ Preference in Employing
Numbers in Their Poetry

As stated above, a highly frequent usage of numbers in
writing poems can be observed in the Tang Poems. Therefore
it is valuable and significant to explore the language phe-
nomenon, i.e., the preference of employing certain numbers
and numeral expressions (by which | mean numeral-classifier
compounds) in Chinese classic poetry cannot be regarded
only as an individual literary phenomenon. On the contrary. |
believe there must be some profound reasons hidden in this
unique literary phenomenon in the Tang Poems and the reason
is that certain numbers in traditional Chinese culture-lingua
system can convey affluent implications and so they have
strong influence on Chinese poets, who accordingly devel-
oped the habit of employing numeral expressions in their
poems. As a result, there arose this unique literary phenom-
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enon: the unusual infrequence in then usage of numbers in
Chinese classic poetry, typically in Tang Poems.

The preference of employing certain numbers can also be
found in the example of Liu Zongyuan 7, one of the most
famous poets in The Tang Dynasty. Perhaps the following
poem of him is well known even to Chinese children because
it’s taught in every primary school in China. A beautiful scene
was depicted in this poem?.

Tl R,

T NEF K o

MAEE L,

MPYFEILE .

(A hundred mountains and no bird, A thousand paths

without a footprint; A little boat, a bamboo cloak, An old

man fishing in the cold river-snow.)°.

In this poem every one can see how important the numeral
expressions are to the poet: in each line in the poem, a special
number is employed, totally four: “thousand” () “ten
thousand” (/3); both“Fl”and“/H”mean similarly “one”. Cer-
tainly here these numbers cannot simply comprehended as
“real numbers” denoting the intrinsic quantity of things; they
convey much more than that. Even though it is only in the
second chapter that we’ll give my analysis in detail, I think it’s
by no means meaningless to make the following two conclu-
sions here:

1. Inhis poem the poet wants to express his strong love for

freedom in the isolation as an escape from his unse-
cured social life in the officialdom, therefore he inten-
tionally employ the two Chinese “f”and*“J#”, each
meaning “one” to suggest his adherence to the freedom
of being far away from the officialdom;
“Tand“ Ji”, meaning thousand and ten thousand
respectively, denote the grandiose of nature in which
the poet can experience real and happy life from
“melting” in nature, and the poet consciously or un-
consciously has demonstrated the helplessness of hu-
man-beings while confronting the grandiose of nature
and the feeling of helplessness of the poet is implied in
the sharp contradicting of “—” (one) and “J3” (ten
thousand).

In order to prove that the preference of employing numbers
as literary technique is by no means a personal phenomenon, |
think it necessary to point out that in the poetry in other dyn-
asties the similar phenomena can also be found. The best
example, I think, is the famous poem f by Ji Xiaolan10, a poet
in the Qing Dynasty. | can say that a beautiful scene is de-
picted in his poetry and his love for numbers as literary tech-
nique is explicit. This poem shows that his adherence in using
numbers is strong:

I

eV ILE

AVAR WAV

RAFTGHAN.

(One piece, one again, then one more, Are there two, three,
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five or only four? Six, seven, eight and nine, each dashes,

Down an’ hide into the reed marshes.)*.

In such a short poem, all the numbers from “one” to “six”
come to the eyes of the reader, one after another. The poet
describes the beautiful scene of snowfall in such a unique but
effective way that | can imagine the scene in the eyes of the
poet. It’s unimaginable that numbers in other languages can
have the same magic charm as those in Chinese language.

3. Special Meanings of Numbers in
Chinese Language

In order to discuss the special cultural implications of cer-
tain numbers in Chinese culture and language, | hereby ana-
lyze word’s meanings in general by classifying the meanings
of words from a new perspective.

As is known all linguists, there are many ways to classify
the meanings of a word; here in this article I classify the po-
tential meanings of words according to people’s mental ac-
tivities with which words’ meanings are invoked. Generally
speaking, human’s mental activities are of three kinds: per-
ception, understanding and aesthetic experience. Therefore |
conclude that the potential meanings of word, as mental re-
sults of the three kinds of activities listed above, may ac-
cordingly fall into three groups and | suggest three terms for
them in this article: perceptional meaning, notional meanings
and aesthetic meaning. My idea is induced by the words of
English philosopher John Lock:*?

The regular association of a world and idea is in such a way

thereby attaches an ides to a word, the ides being the

meaning of the word... It follows that a word has no
meaning unless it can be connected to an experience which
gives to its use.

3.1. Perceptional Meaning

Perceptional meaning of a word denotes the mental
achievement of people’s perceiving activities like seeing,
hearing, feeling etc and people often use “literal meaning” to
denote perceptional meaning of a word. Perceptional meaning
is of very little difference between people with different cul-
ture-lingual background. Because all people on this planet
(the earth) are living in relatively similar material surround-
ings and their perceptional activities are similar as well; all of
them face the same sun, the same moon, and in the end, the
same physical word. The reasons for such a conclusion are as
follows:

Generally speaking, the first step for an individual before
he can successfully live with it is to get to know the world.
The process of getting to know the world through seeing,
hearing, feeling, smelling and tasting etc is usually termed by
philosophers such as John Lock 2 as “perceiving” [4]. So |
can say the forming process of the perceptional meaning of
word is the very process in which people accumulate
knowledge about the physical world.
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As has been discussed in the previous paragraph, the per-
ceptional meaning of a word reflects the mental achievements
of people’s perceiving activities like seeing, hearing, feeling
etc. Therefore the meaning about the properties of objects
such as length, width and colors etc fall into the category of
perceptional meaning. For example, the perceptional meaning
of Chinese word“ H ”denotes the round and bright object that
hangs in the sky at night and its properties are the same to
every persons living on this planet. In other words the per-
ceptional meaning of the word referring the moon in all lan-
guages is identical because the properties of the moon are the
same to the perceptions of the people with different cultural
and linguistic background.

Even though to a certain object that exists in the physical
world different language may give different names, any cer-
tain language will earlier or later have an equivalence for that
object as in any other language, because all the substantial
objects can earlier or later come to the knowledge scope of the
people speaking that language.

To take the example of English and Chinese:

Along with the communicating between English people and
Chinese people, a lot of words were created in Chinese lan-
guage as equivalencies of the words in English (or Latin) as
soon as the knowledge about basic elements entered the
knowledge scope of Chinese people. For example, when the
scientist wanted to introduce the basic element radium to
Chinese people, they invented a Chinese word “4#’to refer to
this object in the physical world and then the perceptional
meaning of this word got into the knowledge scope of Chinese
people.

Since the existence of the substantial objects such as*“4#”is
independent to people’s subjective values, opinions and be-
liefs, the meanings of the words that name the substantial
objects are also independent to people’s values, opinions and
beliefs. Therefore I use a term “perceptional meaning” to refer
to such kind of meaning of a word which denotes an object’s
substantial properties which are conveyed in people’s per-
ceptional activities such as seeing, hearing etc.

3.2. Notional Meaning

However, when someone is trying to put the Chinese word
“H”in sentence “T¥ 7% 7 into English, he should be very
careful if he just translates the Chinese word*“H “into “the
moon”. Because Chinese people have developed many lyric
imaginations about the moon and as a result the expression
“#% H”in Chinese language bears peculiar cultural meanings
which may be unfamiliar to a foreign reader of such a ren-
dering. Because the literal translation mentioned above per-
haps can only make the readers of the English rendering
puzzled if they know nothing about Chinese tales about the
moon and their most likely wonder would be something like:
“The Chinese launched a space craft onto the moon before the
Apollo Plan?”

Therefore | can say that once used in literary styled texts,
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the Chinese word “J has acquired a special meaning which
“understanding” of
Chinese people to the object referred with “ H”. Such a
meaning is a special one because things as mental achieve-
ments of people’s understanding to a certain object usually are
comprehended rather than perceived, imagined rather than
observed, such as the never-cut-down “tree” on the moon in
the beautiful Chinese tale about the moon. However in the
west, the moon, the same object in the physical world, is
usually “understood” as something related with terrible things
like devil by people with western culture background.
Therefore to the westerners the scene with a full moon shining
in the sky meaning a night with danger. For example, the
English expression “moonlight flight” means flitting in the
evening. But to most Chinese people the sentence “fi i35 H
always tells a very beautiful legend. The moonlight in the
mind of Chinese people also means “being purity” as is shown
in Chinese word “f7#%” (pure as the moon light). More over,
the moon is regarded as their home town by Chinese people,
just in the poetic line of Du Fu “B8 NS H, HZ#K 2 ¥
(The dew looked so bright this dawn, but more than that is the
moonlight in my hometown.) All these meanings I list here
are as results of Chinese people’s special understanding rather
than observation. In other words: facing of the same object
hanging and shinning in the sky at night, the “understanding”
to it is very different. Therefore | suggest another term for
such a special meaning as mental achievement of under-
standing rather than perceiving of Chinese people: “notional
meaning.”

Notional meaning represents the mental achievements of
people’s understanding to certain substantial objects like the
moon and these mental achievements include beliefs, opin-
ions, and imaginations.

The perceptional meaning of word in any language is uni-
versal to peoples with different culture-lingua background,;
but the notional meaning of a word in language is culturally
unique. The reason for this conclusion is as follows: the per-
ceiving activities and accordingly the mental achievement of
them of human beings to the physical world is identical, but
their understanding may vary in different cultural settings. As
result notional meaning of a word has strong cultural color,
and a word with notional meaning in some situation can be
regarded as a special kind of cultural cipher of the relevant
language (Of course such a cultural cipher can be deciphered
if people with different cultural background are able to un-
derstand the notional meaning conveyed in that language). In
other words, notional meaning is culture-specific phenome-
non as is defined in the words of Christiane Nord:

A culture-specific phenomenon is thus one that is found to

exist in that a particular form or function in only one of the

two cultures being compared. This does not mean that the
phenomenon exist only in that particular culture. The same
phenomenon might be observable in cultures other than the

two in question.'* [5].

For example the Chinese word “4L. 52" (red berry) can be

is so unique that it represents a unique
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regarded as a cultural cipher denoting the yearning between
lover in Chinese culture-lingua.*

Just as discussed in the previous paragraph, the Chinese
word “4L 5 (red berry), once used in literary text, derives
notional meaning and in such a situation English word “red
berry ” can no longer be its equivalence since the latter can not
function as the former. Therefore it can be concluded that if
notional meaning is involved, it usually is difficult to realize
“functional equivalence” [1] in translating.

3.3. Aesthetic Meaning

In order to analyze the special implications of numbers in
the Tang Poems, | now turn to the third meaning that can be
conveyed in a word: aesthetic meaning How can we define
aesthetic meaning? Firstly let’s quote the definition from
https://www.dictionary.com for aesthetics:

the branch of philosophy dealing with such notions as the
beautiful, the ugly, the sublime, the comic, etc., as appli-
cable to the fine arts, with a view to establishing the
meaning and validity of critical judgments concerning
works of art, and the principles underlying or justifying
such judgments.

Based on the revelation of the above definition of aesthetics,
I hereby boldly define aesthetic meaning as people’s mental
achievement (e.g. evoked by poetic lines) which reflects their
aesthetic experience about the beauty, the ugliness, the sub-
lime objects, etc.

As will be pointed out, an aesthetic meaning, just as no-
tional meaning of a word, is full of cultural implications. Let’s

—» Aesthetic experience ——»

 —_

e

Perceiving

Understanding —

start our analysis on it from reading the following lines quoted
from a well- known Tang poem (Li Bai):

PRETH H G,

e F AR

ZLEH

kB .

Abed, I see a silvery light, I wonder if it’s frost aground.

Looking up, I find the moon bright; Bowing, in home-

sickness I'm drowned. (Translation by Xu Yuanchong)*6.

Undoubtedly here the word“H” also refers to the moon
orbiting around the earth. But who can say that is all that the
poet wants to express by the word“ H ”here in the poetic lines?
In fact the Chinese “H” (the moon) here means much more
than that, perhaps the poet’s subtle feeling about the quietness,
or missing his family: something | can only name with an
abstract noun: aesthetic experience. My conclusion can be
confirmed by the words in an article on Chinese Translators
Journal:

As is known to everyone, literary text (poetry included) as a

type of art conveys aesthetic implications besides linguistic

information.*’

A brief conclusion: In some situations a word in a certain
text conveys only the first or perceptional meaning, especially
in a text objectively describing the physical world. In some
other situations it may convey notional or even aesthetic
meaning. It is also possible that a word in the same text can
convey more than one meaning.

The opinion | discussed here can be conclude and demon-
strated in the following diagram:

Aesthetic meaning(AM)

Notional meaning (NM)

- » 7 Perceptional meaning (PM)

Figure 1. Potential meanings of word expressed as reader’s mental activities.

The model | propose here to classify the potential meanings
that a word may convey in a certain context as the mental
achievements of the creator of the text can also be applied to
explain the problems that a North American anthropologist
Michael Agar has encountered:

“When you encounter a new language, some things are

easy to learn. You just patch on some new lexical items and

grammatical form and continue listening and talking. Other
things are more difficult, but with little effort, the difficul-
ties from one language to another can be bridged. But some
things that come up strike you with their difficulty, their
complexity, and their inability to fit into the resources you

use to make sense out of the world. (Agar 1991).18

Here Michael Agar lists three kinds of things one may en-
counter in a language: things easy to learn, things that can be
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learned with a little effort and things that are almost unable to
understand. To use the terms suggested in this section: by the
first things he refers to perceptional meanings of words in a
certain language, which as has been discussed in previous
paragraphs are easy to catch by people with different cultural
background. By the second things Michael Agar refers to
notional meanings, which are understandable to people
speaking different languages though with some difficulties.
His so-called third things involve aesthetic meanings, to use
terms of this thesis; the aesthetic meanings are the most dif-
ficult to catch because it is unlikely for people with different
culture-lingua background to have identical aesthetic expe-
rience to the same object referred by the word in that lan-

guage.®
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4. Cultural Implications of Numbers in
Chinese Culture and Language

Having discussed the three potential meanings a word may
convey in general, | now pay my attention to certain numbers
in Chinese language, and their meanings are the focus of my
discussion in this short thesis.

| have pointed out that if only perceptional meaning is in-
volved, the meaning of numbers would be the same in any
language and culture: to reflect the intrinsic quantity or items
of things. But those in Chinese language can be an exception:
certain numbers (like “—> “FL“JL” “H> “F “Jj etc) in
Chinese language may have notional or even aesthetic
meanings. And that is why this thesis exists.?

Since the notional and aesthetic meaning that can be found
in numbers in a certain language have strong cultural color, |
call them both “cultural implications” thereafter. The goal of
this chapter is to explore the cultural implications of numbers
in Chinese culture-lingua and the realization of them in their
English translations.

4.1. Notional Meanings of Numbers in Chinese:
Symbolism

Numbers as symbols that represent meanings other than
telling about the quantity of the items of things convey pri-
marily notional meanings in Chinese culture and Language
(Chinese culture-lingua): symbolism.

Notional meaning of certain numbers comes from their
special “understanding” of ancient Chinese people that the
sequential nature of numbers from 1 to a larger number might
be related to creation of things in the real world. For example,
many myths use numbers to represent various stages of a
creation of things. | say the symbolism in numbers is a kind of
demonstrations of numbers’ notional meaning because sym-
bolism functions as result of understanding to the nature of the
physical world. The following are the most familiar notional
meanings symbolized by numbers in Chinese culture-lingua.
Doubtless in such a short thesis it is impossible to explore all
numbers that are full of notional meanings in Chinese cul-
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ture-lingua; I focus only on the most typical of them:
(one) “—=” (two) “=" (three) “IL” (five) “JL” (nine) and “|
(ten) since they are generally believed to be the most typical in
their cultural implications.

4.1.1. “—” (One)

The cultural implications of “—” (one) in Chinese cul-
ture-lingua includes the following: being a whole, being a
complete unity, singularity. Since in the traditional Chinese
culture “—” (one) is regarded as the original state of the
universe in which there is no differentiation, no distinguishing
between objects, no distinction between oneself and others, it
de facto functions as the symbolism of Tao (1&).
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According to Laozi, Tao is the underlying power of crea-
tion that cannot be named or known and it is what makes the
word function. “One” is created by Dao and can be seen as the
original form of the universe. English word “universe” has a
morpheme “uni”, which also means “one”. This is an inter-
esting linguistic coincidence and this linguistic phenomenon
confirms my opinion that both in Chinese culture and in
western culture (we use this word in its very broad meaning) |
can find that the ancient people had a similar effort to under-
stand the world as a whole. But to the westerners the word
“one” represents “logos”, which means language, idea or the
law governing the universe. However in Chinese lin-
gua-culture,“—” (one) does not only represent the unique
understanding of Chinese people to the essence of the uni-
verse but also the “oneness” of humanity and nature. Such an
opinion is rooted in the mind of ancient Chinese, at least in the
mind of the scholars.

4.1.2. “—” (Two)

In Chinese culture-lingua the cultural implications of “—.”
(two) includes: duality and the state of the universe in which
differentiation emerges and opposites develop, such as
male/female, positive/negative, light/dark, external/internal,
self/others, etc, but most of all it symbolizes the comple-
mentary “yin” (F) and “yang” (FH), the two coexisting and
contradicting forces in the universe from which everything
was born.

4.1.3. “=” (Three)

The notional meaning of “ =" (three) may represents
something that is created from a harmonious condition or
from two opposite things like a child from male/female. And
it also symbolizes ancient Chinese people’s understanding of
the time and space structure of the universe?!: =5¢ “the three
lights”: the sun, the moon, and the stars that shine the world;
“Z7": the heaven, the earth and human being;*“ =4": the
life in the past, the one at present and the one in the future.

4.1.4. “F” (Five)

As is known to everyone, the first mental activity of an in-
dividual is to explore the physical world around him and the
result of such activity (perceiving as is termed by many phi-
losophers) is knowledge. In the same way, the first and most
basic content of culture as collective mental achievements is
knowledge too. Therefore the first question for any primitive
culture is: what elements compose the universe? The answers
vary from one to another. Ancient Chinese people held the
opinion that the following five are the components of the word:
metal, wood, water, fire and earth. This simple and primitive
knowledge gave the Chinese people the impression that “five”
might represent certain law of the world. They then developed
a belief that this number “#.” (five) conveys mystic meanings.
So “five” was granted a notional meaning because it then
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represented a sort of understanding rather than perceiving of
ancient Chinese people to the world and as a result“11”’to the
ancient Chinese people represented certain law of the world.
Even Chinese language itself can confirm my conclusion: in
Chinese there are expressions like “FLRR” (five flavors) even
though the flavors to human taste may be more than five. In
Chinese medicine, an important component of Chinese cul-
ture, only five internal organs are listed, even though modern
anatomy has proven the number of the internal organs is more
than five. Even though “71” (five) originally represented only
the quantity of things in the physical world people perceived
(observed), it was added notional meaning representing the
special understanding of ancient Chinese to the essence of the
world. Therefore “11” is no longer a pure number as “five” in
English language; It acquired notional meaning and accord-
ingly became a cultural symbol in Chinese culture-lingua.

4.1.5. “J1” (Nine)

If ancient Chinese people regarded the sequence of num-
bers from 1 to a larger number represent the creation of things
in the real world, then the number “/1” is at the later position
in the sequence and it naturally symbolizes the complex stage
of the development of the universe or the immortality of
things. For example in Chinese culture-lingua “J1K” (the
ninth heaven) represents Chinese people’s understanding to
the structure of the cosmos: the earth“}fi” (a huge square
continent) is stationed in the center of the universe and the
heaven“ K ”is arched spheres covering the earth“ith”, “Ji
K ”being the ninth and the highest of the spheres. These
opinions in Chinese culture obviously are as results of imag-
inations rather than observation; they represent the results of
the ancient Chinese special understanding (not perceiving) to
the physical world. Therefore “ JL K ”in Chinese cul-
ture-lingua conveys notional meaning and functions as an
important culture symbol. In addition to that, the ancient
Chinese people also regarded “J1.”as a symbol of the whole
regime and “JUJN” (the nine states) accordingly turned to
represent China.

4.1.6. “+ (Ten)

Because its subjective nature | say notional meaning of
numbers vary from one culture-lingua to another. To make
this clear let’s look at the difference in the understanding of
“ten” between a Chinese person and one from a English
speaking nation: To the former, “+ (ten) means not only a
number denoting items of things, but also one symbolizing
completeness, soundness as in “%i "<+ /& (rather aggressive)
“+41327 (definitely perfect); “ten” to the latter, however,
may play different roles.

In conclusion | should say that in Chinese traditional cul-
ture these numbers are so important that they represent the
knowledge (perceptional) and opinion (notional) system of
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Chinese culture: “one” represents the universe; “two” refers to
the complementary “yin” (Ff]) and “yang” (FH); “three”
means “the three lights” (=J£): the sun, the moon, and the
stars that shine the world; The “five elements” (F.1T) ex-
plains all phenomena and “the six books” (7542) refer to the
whole intelligence. In Chinese culture-lingua the beliefs about
the peculiar meanings of certain numbers (notional meanings)
also have developed into superstition of them: the Chinese
concept of numerology in ancient China. The Chinese concept
of numerology is based on mystical beliefs, the common
premise of which is that certain numbers are associated with
good or evil. The superstition of numbers is undoubtedly a
negative aspect in Chinese traditional culture and ought to be
discarded. But the influence of the beliefs about numbers’
peculiar implications (notional meaning) cannot be ignored.

4.2. Aesthetic Meaning of Numbers in Chinese
Poetry: As Literary Archetypes

The aesthetic meaning of certain numbers is the least
known and | find it very hard to collect enough materials to
support my conclusion that certain numbers can convey spe-
cial cultural implications in Chinese language: a unique cul-
ture-lingua phenomenon. Especially the third meaning of
numbers, aesthetic meaning, as a kind of meaning full of
cultural color, is the most important thing in this thesis in
which the Tang Poems and their translations are concerned.

While | am reading the Tang Poems, | find that the numbers
are also those that are full of cultural implications in Chinese
culture-lingua and most frequently appear in Chinese classic
poetry especially in the Tang Poems, such as “one” (—) “two”
(=) “three” (=) “nine” (JL) “hundred” (F) “thousand” (T)
and “ten thousand” (/7). And these numbers employed in
Poetry appear usually in the form of numeral expressions such
as“ T LUK (hundred “zhang” iceberg) “F FKMi” (thou-
sand-autumn-rain) “T 5 1% (thousand- cloud-mountains)
“T-%5 J38% (thousands of rocks and channels) “/3 # L1 (ten
thousand mountains) etc, therefore they undoubtedly have
become literary archetypes in Chinese literature.??

Therefore it is reasonable to conclude that in Chinese po-
etry numeral expressions convey not only perceptional
meanings but also aesthetic meanings because numbers in
traditional Chinese culture (especially Taoism in which
numbers have affluent cultural implications) has strong in-
fluence on Chinese poets, who accordingly developed the
habit of employing numeral expressions in their poems as an
aesthetic preference. As a result the literary texts containing
numbers acquired their aesthetic meaning.

The similar conclusion can be found in the words of
Christane Nord:

(Certain numbers in classic Chinese poetry) “ not only

describe the real world, but also motivate personal insights

about reality by describing an alternative or fictional
world ... (their) expressive function ... can produce a pe-
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culiar aesthetic or poetic on its readers.”?® [5].

Since the aesthetic function of certain numbers is generated
in the influence of Laozi and Taoist thoughts that have given
impact on Chinese classic poetry, | think it is the most valu-
able thing in Taoism in traditional Chinese culture. Just as in
his famous words “Dao creates one; one creates two; two
creates three and then three creates all, Laozi’ [3] initiative in
employing numbers to describe the essence of nature “2* gave
profound influence on Chinese culture. And this influence in
the end nourished the aesthetics oriented habit of many Chi-
nese poets’ eulogizing attitude to nature from employing
numbers in the Tang Poems.

The best example for this conclusion is the poem “Drinking
Alone by Moonlight” (“ H T~ #t%)”) by Li Bai:

AeIE] — 500

H T A

M A

Mg YN

(An arbor of flowers and a kettle of wine; Atlas! In the

bowers no companion is mine. Then the moon sheds her

rays on my goblet and me, And my shadow betrays we’re a

party of three! (Translated by Herbert A. Giles).

In this poem, Li Bai talks about a kind of relationship that
he's setting up with nature (his surrounding): in the flowers
and with a jug of wine and he is bored for being alone (“J#”:
symbolized by “one”) with the moonlight. Suddenly, after a
few drinks, he realizes he's not really alone after all. He sud-
denly sees his shadow (the second) and the moon (the third)
and then feels lonely no longer. He makes a toast to the moon
though the moon has never known how to drink; he treats the
shadow as a friend though the shadow can do nothing but
follow his body. In this poem of Li Bai | can find that the
Taoist notion of being interconnected of all things in nature is
evident. The numbers “one, two and three” in Laozi’s Dao
creates one; one creates two; two creates three and then three
creates all [3]are meaningful because of their philosophic
implications. But they can generate strong aesthetic experi-
ence in the readers’ mind about the scene in Li Bai’s poem
only because of their aesthetic meaning. By skillfully calling

w9

on the magic force of numbers “—”” (one),
(three), Li Bai in this poem is really looking at nature here as a
companion in a beautiful way and “nature was personalized as
a aesthetic object.” 25In another poem of Li Bai’, the gran-
diose of nature is depicted by employing numeral expressions
and another kind of relationship between man (the poet) and
nature is set up in the sharp contradicting of the large and the
small numbers: “T” (thousand) v. “—> (one); “” (two) V.
«Ji* (ten thousand).

WA TR s,

THRILE—Hit.

PR i P s AN

BACEAEL,

In the bright dawn clouds I left Baidicheng; A thousand li to

Jingling only takes a day I hear the increassant cry of

(two) and “=’

bl
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monkeys from the banks; My light barge has passe count-

less folds of hills (Translated by Yang Xianyi) 2.

From reading this poem of Li Bai, | can once again con-
clude that he is one of the poets who sang not only for nature,
but also human being euphorically. Li Bai himself was
something of grandiose as nature in his poems. He was really
one of the great poets in The Tang Dynasty.

The magic force of certain numbers in a poetic text in
Chinese language can also be observed in the process of
translating poems in other languages into Chinese. For ex-
ample: once“—" (one) is used in poems, it can generate magic
force of aesthetic function.

This can be observed in the Chinese translation of the fol-
lowing English poem written by William Blake: To See the
World in a Grain of Sand.

Original

To see the world in a grain of sand, And a heaven in a wild

flower; Hold infinity in the palm of your hand, And eternity

in an hour.

This poem does not contain any number in the real sense
though the infinite article a/an may mean “one’. The poet in
the original expresses his special understanding and aesthetic
experience to the relation of man and the universe: very sim-
ilar to the “oneness of man and nature” (X A& —) in Chinese
traditional culture. And this conclusion can be confirmed by
the words of Feng Huanzhan (translated by myself):

His (William Blake’s) poem, though in different words,
conveys similar opinions as the one by a Chinese Buddhist
in the Song Dynasty in his lines: “To see the Nature in the
small garden, and the Eternity in an autumn morn’”. No
matter how great the difference between poems in different
era and nation may be, the essence of them stays the same:
the suggestiveness in them.

Therefore the conclusion can be reached that the content
and style of the original can be successfully expressed in the
following translation of Chinese in which I intentionally use

many “—”s and the Chinese version expresses the signifi-
cance of the original very well, if not better:

AR

R

— T

TIRAER =Y

In the Chinese translation of this poem I intentionally em-
ploy many “—”s because of the peculiar implications of

these“—"’s can convey in Chinese language. Because numeral
expressions in Chinese language have been granted much
notional and aesthetic meanings in them that in some situa-
tions Chinese translations can express the poems’ meanings of
the original in other languages.

How can such a conclusion be reached? My analysis is as
follows:

Among the numbers that are often employed by ancient
Chinese poets, “one” (“—) may be the most powerful one
because of its cultural implications: the oneness of man and
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nature. As has been discussed in the previous section, “—’
(one) in Chinese culture symbolizes singularity, a state of the
world in which there is no differentiation, no distinction be-
tween oneself and others in this world. To use the term of this
thesis, “—” (one) bears a notional meaning that the world is as
a complete unity as was understood by most ancient Chinese
scholars. As a result in classic Chinese philosophy, the con-
cept of “—” (one) presents wholeness. Advocates of Taoism
usually embrace simplicity, believing that all things are gen-
erated from“—"and there would be no varieties in the world
without “—” (one) as representation of the wholeness of the
word. Zhuangzi even went further to hold the opinion that*“—”
(one) represents the oneness of nature and man. And his be-
liefs in the long history ancient China gradually nourished
Chinese styled aesthetic experience in nature.
The similar conclusion can also be observed in the words of
a famous scholar and professor Wang Yichuan, even though
his words is about the aesthetic experience in general sense,
his conclusion is applicable to confirm the suggestiveness that
numeral expressions can convey in Chinese classic poetry:
“The subtlety of beauty is hard to express with words...it
can be intuited, but it’s not able to convey with lan-
guage...it is awake to the oneness of man and nature...”?

4.3. A Brief Explanation

Then how to explain this special literary phenomenon in
Chinese lingua-culture? The only explanation is that only in
Chinese poetry especially in the Tang Poems a number can
convey aesthetic meaning?®. Then what led ancient Chinese
people to have special beliefs in certain numbers (these
numbers were regarded as the demonstrations of the law of
nature) ? Or to use the terms of this thesis: how some special
numbers in Chinese language acquired their special cultural
implications (notional meaning and aesthetic meaning) in
Chinese culture and why certain numbers in Chinese can play
such a important role in Chinese classic poetry, especially in
the Tang Poems?

Now | will focus on trying to answer these questions.

We think the reasons are hidden in the fact that Laozi has
deep influence on Chinese culture and language. My detailed
analysis on the above conclusion is as following:

The first important thinker who granted special implica-
tions to numbers in Chinese language is Laozi, whose influ-
ence on the development of Chinese culture can not be over-
estimated. Therefore, the following words of him has become
a cultural puzzle and | can say that many important ideas in
Chinese culture is developed from the interpretations of these
words (my translation):

“Dao creates One; One creates Two; Two creates Three and

then Three creates all”®,

Taoism and Chinese culture, and many of its features
cannot be understood unless seen in a larger context. For
example, the thought of naturalness and non-action of the
early thinkers is but one reaction to the social and political
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situations in the ancient China.

Now | will attempt to explain why some numbers are so
frequently used in Chinese classic poetry. Or in other words:
Are there any special reasons for the poets to embrace such an
aesthetic preference? How did numbers in Chinese language
acquire its aesthetic meanings in Chinese poetry?

My answer to them is based on the following reasoning:

Laozi philosophically employs numbers to denote the es-
sence of nature and philosophically influenced Taoism; Tao-
ism insists a eulogizing attitude to nature and calls on an idle
and free-loving style of living in nature; Therefore Laozi, as
founder of the school of Taoism, gave strong influence on
Chinese classic poets.3* Because of the importance of Laozi
to Chinese culture and his employment of numbers to explain
the cosmos or nature, it is understandable that numbers de-
rived much peculiar significance in Chinese culture and lan-
guage.

The reason are hidden in the fact that in the ancient Chinese
society many ancient poets (they are also officials) stayed
loyal to the severe Confucian restraints and doctrines in public,
but in their private life, they pursued casual and free life.
Because that was the only way they could escape from the
unsecured life in the officialdom. And as a result Chinese
ancient poets who pursued excursion from eulogizing nature
developed an aesthetic preference of employing certain
numbers in the poetry. For example Wei Wei, the most typical
of the those who have been influence by Taoism and Chan (4
%), the latter being developed from the former under the
development Buddhism, deserved the title of “poet of Chan”
(HiFF )32

In fact the employment of certain special numbers in liter-
ature was started by Zhuangzi, a follower of Laozi’ Thought.
Unlike most other followers of Taoism who developed it into
mystic practice, Zhuangzi valued the freedom of will and
eulogized it in his prose metaphorically: (we quote the trans-
lation of Lin Yutang).3®

“In the Northern Ocean there is a fish, called the k’un, I don

not know how many thousand li in size. This k’un changes

into a bird, called p’eng. Its back is I do not know many
thousand li in breadth. When it is moved, it flies, its wings
obscuring the sky like clouds. When on a voyage, this bird
prepares to start for the Southern Ocean, the celestial lake.

And in the records of the Marvels we read that when the

p’eng flies southwards, the water is smitten for space of

three thousand li around, while the bird mounts upon a

great wind to a height of ninety thousand li, for a flight of

six months duration...”

In this short paragraph of Zhuangzi’s prose, I can find these
numeral expressions are purposefully used by him. And if we
pay more attention to the numbers employed in this prose we
can also find that these numbers are not only those full of
cultural implications in traditional Chinese culture (see the
second chapter of this thesis) but are just those that are most
frequently employed in the Chinese classic poetry, especially
in the Tang Poems:
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“One thousand 1i”

“Three thousand 1i”’

“Six months”

“Nine thousand 1i”’

Since Zhuangzi is the first and the most important prose
writer in Chinese literature, his writings and imaginations
enrich Chinese poetry in an immeasurable manner and “give a
philosophic sanction to whatever is in the idle, free-loving,
poetic vagabond Chinese soul” (Lin Yutang).

Therefore it is reasonable to conclude that in Laozi’s words,
the numbers were used philosophically. But Zhuangzi turned
the direction and employed numbers literarily. Therefore both
his eulogizing attitude to nature and his style of writing in-
fluenced Chinese poets. And then the numeral expressions he
often employed became archetypes in Chinese literature,
especially in the Tang Poems. Then how to explain the fact
that Chinese ancient poets pursued excursion from their offi-
cial life by eulogizing nature in their poems? What made
nature so important to Chinese poets who depicted and eulo-
gized nature with the peculiar aesthetic technique of using
certain numeral expressions frequently?

My answer is as follows: it’s because of the depressing
social situation for the scholars in the officialdom in ancient
Chinese society and that determined Zhuangzi’s (he insisted
living an idle and free-loving life) thought and style of writing
were lauded and followed by many Chinese ancient poets.

Or in other words: Zhuangzi developed Laozi’s habit of
employing certain numbers into a aesthetic preference and
because of his deep influence in Chinese literature his style of
using certain numeral expressions is accepted as an aesthetic
technique and is followed by the poets after him.

Then why is nature so special to Chinese ancient poets?

I think it is because of the unique attitude they held to na-
ture and this can be confirmed by the words of Lin Jizhong:
(my translation).

The general attitude all Chinese people hold to nature is a
harmonious and friendly one; it’s peaceful rather than ag-
gressive. Even though I cannot be so sure that this is the
representative attitude of all ancient Chinese people, I insist
that this is the attitude the scholars in the Tang Dynasty
held to nature.®*

My reasons for such a conclusion are as follows:

Even though it is a universal phenomenon that ancient
people in all primitive cultures held the opinion that nature has
its will, Chinese people’s attitude to nature is unique, i.e.,
nature stays to be a mystic and grandiose existence worth fear,
chant and eulogizing. The western culture, however, took on
different rail in its development: since the time Christianity
was introduced to the Romans, the European people began to
believe in God, the only personified power that transcends not
only the physical universe but also the humanity. Therefore
the grandiose used to be believed to belong to Nature was
granted to God. Since then nature was consequently “peeled
oft” the function as super will that governs all. God was cre-
ated for all glory; nature was regarded as lifeless machine. In
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the western culture, God is Provider and Lord and Judge;
nature became “nature”. God is feared and praised; nature is
studied and dissected, studied as a machine and dissected into
atoms and quarks as is done in modern natural science.

Therefore in the west, the best poems are for God or hu-
manity (Whitman). But the most beautiful poetic lines in
Chinese poetry are for nature (Li Bai). As a result it is under-
standable to say that the most valuable thing in Taoism is its
nourishing of aesthetics oriented habit of eulogizing nature.
Since some special numbers in the mind of ancient Chinese
people represented the essence of nature, the beliefs in num-
bers condensed and precipitated in Chinese people’s “collec-
tive unconsciousness because they had become impersonal
and identical to all individuals”® (Carl Gustav Jung).

That is to say, these beliefs conveyed in certain numbers in
Chinese language in the end turned into literary archetypes
and resulted into an special vital resonance ("<.#J) in Chinese
poetry. These literary archetypes can be found especially in
the Tang Poems, in which you may encounter expressions like
A ST R T B T R
117, “Jit %" and many others in which certain numbers
play key roles in forming the vital resonance. Therefore | can
go further to say that these archetypes with certain numeral
expressions are influential to Chinese aestheticism itself. And
to some extent this conclusion can be confirmed by the words
of a German scholar K-H Pohl:

Thus, the first ideal of traditional Chinese aesthetics is to
achieve a degree of artistic perfection in the work of art
which, when imbued with a "vital resonance" (< &),
makes it seem like a work of nature, and yet conveys a
sense of spiritual mastery. A second important notion in
Chinese aesthetics is that of openness and suggestiveness.
This also has a linguistic root: the ... ambiguity of certain
words in classic Chinese language, lending themselves to
openness and suggestiveness. In terms of aesthetics, the
idea of suggestiveness... in the dictum of the Tang poet and
critic Sikong Tu 36 that poetry should convey "images
beyond images", and "scenes beyond scenes".%

Naturally the numbers which are frequently employed in
the Tang Poems fall into the category of those can lend
“ themselves to openness and suggestiveness” and generate
"images beyond images", and "scenes beyond scenes" in the
mind of the readers.

The suggestiveness that certain numbers in Chinese poetry
can stimulate in the mind of the readers is their aesthetic
meaning of numbers. | reiterate the aesthetic meaning of
numbers here because it is the most important conception | am
concerned in this thesis.

A brief conclusion: as has been discussed in the previous
section, in ancient China the poets (most of them are officials)
had to follow the severe depressing social life in the offi-
cialdom. High office was hazardous to them in the ancient
Chinese society, as is shown in the Chinese saying “to attend a
prince is to wait on a tiger” 38. For example, important poets
in the Tang Dynasty like Li Bai (Z5F1), Du Fu (f#f) and Bai


http://www.sciencepg.com/journal/ijp

International Journal of Philosophy

http://www.sciencepg.com/journal/ijp

Juyi (/&%) etc, had unhappy years of life in the official-
dom. 390nly in their private life, could they have excursion
from writing poems. The eulogizing of the beautiful scenes in
nature in fact is the eulogizing of individual freedom and the
will of them. Another interesting phenomenon in the Tang
Poems confirms my conclusion about the poets’ eulogizing
attitude to nature: in their poems about the beauty and gran-
diose of nature, numbers like “hundred”, “thousand” and “ten
thousand” are very common to see: “H SC#K” (hundred
“zhang” iceberg) “ T A B ” (thousand-autumn-rain)
“TF H & (thousand-cloud-mountains) “T- J3 & (thou-
sands of rocks and channels) “/7E 1l (ten thousand moun-
tains).

Before ending this section, | want to make it clear that the
model that distinguishes the three implications of certain
numbers employed in Chinese classic poetry is the key to
analyzing the translating of them into English. To provide
answers to some questions that arise in translating process is
the goal of the third chapter of this thesis.

5. The Realization of Numbers' Cultural
Implications in the English
Translations

Based on the conclusion the potential meanings of certain
numbers are conveyed in some Chinese classic poetry in-
cluding the Tang Poems, | now turn to another topic of this
thesis: The difficulties that arise in translating these numbers
into English and the options in realizing their cultural impli-
cations in the target language English.

Just as in any other language, numbers in Chinese have
perceptional meanings that denote the quantity of things. But
once used in certain numeral expressions they can convey
notional or aesthetic meanings, respectively denoting the
results of people’s understanding and aesthetic experience to
the substantial objects in the world. Since the latter two of the
three, notional and aesthetic meaning, reflect a peculiar cul-
tural and linguistic phenomenon of Chinese language and
culture, one question is unavoidable: can they be expressed in
other language like English? Or: can Chinese poems that are
full of these peculiar notional and aesthetic meanings be
successfully translated into English? Now | start my discus-
sions from proposing a model to explain why difficulties arise
in translating Chinese classic poetry into English.

5.1. A Model: What Makes Translating Difficult

It is universally known that a science report is easier to
translate than a poem, because the nature of the text deter-
mines how difficult the relevant translating activity would be.
Naturally it’s impossible for such a short paper to cover all
things in the following paragraphs. So | will concentrate only
on analyzing how the meanings of words in poems affect
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translating activity and why translating literary text such as a
poem is much more difficult than translating a science report
if both the content and the style must be kept. In other words: |
will analyze why some problems arise in the translating pro-
cess when the original conveys cultural implications (notional
meaning and/or aesthetic meaning). Naturally the special
numbers employed in Chinese classic poetry fall into such a
category.

As is known to every one that in the situation in which no-
tional and aesthetic meanings are involved, even Eugene Nida,
an advocate of realizing functional equivalence in translating,
admits that the successful realization of equivalent in the
target language is questionable because of cultural difference
involved:

Equivalence is therefore to be defined in terms of the de-

gree to which the receptors of the message in the receptor

language respond to it in substantially the same manner as
the receptors in the source language. This response can
never be identical, for the cultural and historical settings

are too different. (Nida, 1969).

What makes translating a certain text in German language
into English less difficult than into Chinese? What makes
translating a science report more difficult than a poetic text?
The first question may involve the “closeness” between lan-
guages and cultures. That is to say, the difference between
English culture and German culture is less than that between
Chinese culture and English Culture. Or in other words: the
difference between English language and German language is
closer than that between Chinese language and English lan-
guage. Therefore translating between English and German is
less difficult that that between English and Chinese.

But the second question remains unanswered: even be-
tween the same two languages like Chinese and English, a
translator may find he is confronted with far much more dif-
ficulties to keep the implications of a Tang poem in its English
translation than he is translating a natural science report into
English.

Why so? My conclusion is that it is the nature of the orig-
inal text that affects the grade of the hardness in the translating
process. In other words: what meaning is involved in the
original determines how difficult the relevant translating
process can be. With the potential meanings of the original
under consideration, | demonstrate my opinion about the
grade of hardness involved in translating in the following
diagram:

PM < NM < AM

PM: Text expressing perceptional meaning; NM: text ex-
pressing notional meaning; AM: text expressing aesthetic
meaning.

In other words: a literary text is the most difficult text to
translate compared with perceptional or notional meanings. In
order to explain the different grades of the hardness involved
in translating process, here | suggest a model that is demon-
strated in the following diagram:#°
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Figure 2. Three potential meanings in language A are presented in yellow while those in language B in blue; The different size of their inter-
sections (in green) denotes different level of the common content shared by the two meaning systems.

For convenience, | regard the three kinds of potential
meanings conveyed in a certain text as whole and call it
“ meaning system”. In the diagram, the three circles on the left
represent the meaning system of Chinese culture-lingua and
the three on the right represent the meaning system of English
culture-lingua.

As have been labeled in the diagram, each circle represents
one kind of meaning in the same meaning system: the per-
ceptional (knowledge), notional (beliefs etc) or the aesthetic
meaning (aesthetic experience). In the diagram, three inter-
sections are drawn to demonstrate the common content shared
by the two meaning systems, respectively being termed as
“co-knowledge”, “consensus” and ‘“aesthetic consonance”.
Obviously the areas of the three intersections are different,
which expresses the opinion discussed in the previous para-
graph: it’s easy for people with different cultural background
to share co-knowledge; to form consensus is possible but with
difficulties; it’s the most difficult thing for people with dif-
ficult culture-lingual background to have similar aesthetic
consonance, if not impossible, the reason being that the latter
two are subjective in their nature.

The most important implications of the model here are
summarized in the following paragraphs:

Since people express their individuals’ mental achieve-
ments (perceptional, notional aesthetic) orally or in the form
of written text in a language, translating in fact is the process
of communicating between people speaking different lan-
guages. This means that how two meaning systems can be in
common (as demonstrated in the size of intersections in the
diagram) determines how successful the translating activity
between the two relevant languages can be. The reason is that
translating is in fact the process of transmitting the meaning
from the original to the target meaning system.

Based on the conclusions derived from my model for ex-
plaining translating operation, it’s possible now for me to
answer the questions proposed in the preface of this thesis (the
sixth paragraph): what makes translating some kind of texts
easier than others:

A scientific report usually only conveys knowledge about
the physical world (perceptional meaning) and the percep-
tional meaning conveyed in a science report can usually be put
into the target language, because the physical world is iden-
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tical to the perceiving process of all human beings and as a
result co-knowledge between people with different culture
(and language) background can always be reached as is
demonstrated in the diagram on the previous page: the circle
on the bottom being intersection of the two meaning systems.
The objectiveness of a word’s perceptional meaning deter-
mines that it can be conveyed in any language; that is to say, if
only perceptional meanings were involved, translating be-
tween any two languages can be successfully done without
causing misapprehension between people speaking different
language. Therefore, if translating can be defined as the pro-
cess of realizing the meaning of text in the source language
into texts in the target language and only perceptional mean-
ing is involved, the target text would always be equivalence of
the original, i.e., the realization of equivalence is always
possible. In the case of translating numbers in a certain con-
text, the conclusion above means that literal translating is
always valid in realizing the perceptional meaning of them
(quantity of things) in the translated text.

However, texts about humanities like philosophy usually
are concerned with ideas, beliefs or values that fall into the
second category of the meaning system: notional meaning.
Translating activity that involves notional meaning can be less
easy because “consensus” is less likely to reach than the
co-knowledge between people with different linguistic and
cultural background, as is demonstrated in the diagram. It is
possible for people with different cultural background to have
similar understanding to the same object or event in the
physical world, i.e. to form “consensus ” about their notional
meaning. But to do it needs time for people with difficult
cultural background to adopt the way foreign people apply to
understand the same substantial object. For example, in the
western culture 13 is a number that is “understood” as un-
luckiness (notional meaning). Only after western culture has
had some influence on Chinese people, can the notional
meaning of “13” (unluckiness) in the west culture-lingua have
become ‘“consensus” between the two meaning systems:
Chinese lingual-culture and English lingua-culture. Therefore
translating about notional meaning is harder than that about
perceptional meaning because the translator usually is con-
fronted with the problem: whether a “consensus” has been
established between people with the source culture back-
ground and those with the target culture background.

The difficulties that arise in translating poetry can also be
explained with this model: Compared with the possibility of
sharing co-knowledge and establishing consensus, it is the
most unlikely thing to have similar aesthetic experience be-
tween peoples with different cultural background to the same
referent in poetic text*!. In other words: aesthetic “consonance”
is the most difficult thing to reach, especially for people from
two independently developed cultures like English culture and
Chinese culture because aesthetic experience is most subjec-
tive in its nature. Since it is most unlikely that people with
different linguistic and cultural background to have identical
aesthetic experience. Therefore it is most unlikely for trans-
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lators to realize the aesthetic significance in the target lan-
guage successfully: translating poetic texts is the most diffi-
cult.

5.2. Translating the Tang Poems with Numbers
as a Purposed Activity

Having discussed why difficulties arise in translating pro-
cess in general, | now focus on discussing the realization of
aesthetic meaning of certain numbers in the Tang Poems in
the process of translating them into English. That is the sec-
ond part of theme of this thesis: how to deal with these
numbers as culture symbols in the translating process.

Let me start my discussion from analyzing an example in
which only perceptional meaning (the first stage in the
meaning system) is involved. Here | take a stanza From J. W.
von Goethe’s Faust (the original is in German) as an example
[8]:

The original

Wenn ich sechs Hengste zahlen kan

Sind ihre Kraefte nicht die mine ?

Ich renne zu und bin ein rechter Mann

Als haette ich vierundzwanzig Beine.

The English translation by Peter of this stanza is as fol-
lows*?:

If I can buy six stallions

Is not their strength mine own?

I race along, I am a splendid man

As if T had two dozen legs.

“Sechs” in German language is the equivalence of “six” in
English and “vierundzwanzig” means “twenty four”. Since
both the numeral expressions in the two versions denote the
quantity of the legs of stallion (Hengste), the literal translation
of the numbers will cause no distortion to the meaning of the
poet. To use the terms of this thesis: the numbers in this ex-
ample convey only perceptional meaning. Therefore | can
conclude that the numeral expressions in this stanza can be
literally translated in any other language in the world since
they convey only perceptional meaning, which as has been
discussed previously is identical to all language and culture.

Here in this example one can find that the numeral expres-
sions can be literally and successfully be put into the target
language (English) without causing distortion to the original
meaning of the poem (perceptional meaning). In other words,
literally translation is successful in transmitting the meanings
of the original into the target language.

However, as will be observed in the following examples, if
cultural implications (by which | mean notional meaning and
aesthetic meaning) are involved, the translating process be-
comes difficult. To use the generally accepted words, the most
difficult thing in translating is to deal with the words that are
full of cultural color: cultural symbols.

As have been discussed in the previous chapter, there are
some special numbers in the Tang Poems that are de facto
such kind of culture symbols since they convey meanings that
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belong only to Chinese culture. Then how to deal with them?
What possible techniques are there for a translator to choose
from?

Professor Li Yunxing in his book* lists five models as
options of dealing with culture symbols: the Go-ahead model;
the Block model; the Annotation model; the Integration
model; the Adaptation model.

According to professor Li, the second model and the fifth
model may block the original culture out of the target culture
while the first, the third and the forth model can push for-
ward the communicating between cultures. Then what are
the advantages and shortcomings for them? The answer can
be found in the following discussions:

The Italians have a saying that poetry translations are like
mistresses: those that are faithful are not beautiful, while
those that are beautiful are not faithful. This undoubtedly is
not serious statement about translating process, but it tells a
dilemma a translator may encounter: being faithful means
producing a translated text that is a natural one to the target
readers. But | think there should be more than one option in
translating the same original text, sine the aims of translating
vary from one translator to the other. Therefore | think one
option is to treat translating as a purposeful activity to nur-
ture the western readers’ understanding and their affinities
about traditional culture including the cultural implications
in the Tang Poems. One of the most important factors deter-
mining the purpose of translation is the addressee, or the
intended receiver of target text. [2] Therefore, once translat-
ing is regarded as a purposeful activity, | think any translating
technique that can transfer the original cultural implications
into the target text the best is an ideal option. So is the case of
translating these numbers in the Tang Poems in the 21 when
the western readers are seeking to discover the value of eco-
logical consciousness hidden in traditional Chinese culture
especially in Taoism and is suggested in the special cultural
implications:

More and more scholars, western and eastern, attempt to

prescribe a possible remedy of Taoism nature to what is

called social maladies believed to be inevitably brought
about by the double-edge (modern civilization).*

From the discussion in the previous chapters such a con-
clusion can be reached: the concept of harmonious hu-
man-nature relation is aesthetically depicted and implied in
some Tang Poems, especially in the unusually frequent em-
ployment of certain numbers by Chinese poets. This can
typically be found in one poem of Li Bai (Drinking Alone by
Moonlight“H T2 &), In his poem, he talks about a kind of
relationship that he's setting up with nature (his surrounding):
in the flowers and with a jug of wine and he is bored for being
alone (“J#”: symbolized by “one”) with the moonlight. From
using these numbers a special relation is set between the poet
and his surroundings. Very few translators have paid enough
attention to the deep cultural symbolism in these simple
numbers. Consequently these numbers usually are improperly
discarded in the translated version, for example in the trans-
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lation of Herbert A. Giles:

An arbor of flowers and a kettle of wine;

Atlas! In the bowers no companion is mine.

Then the moon sheds her rays on my goblet and me,

And my shadow betrays we’re a party of three!

I admit that Herbert A. Giles has succeeded in both con-
veying the brevity of the original poem and retaining rhyme
and romantic color. However, in the original we can see the
evolutionary development of his feeling to the setting he
belongs to: he suddenly sees his shadow and the moon and
then feels lonely no longer. Naturally that is a peaceful and
harmonious relation between the man (the poet: one) and the
shadow (the second) and then the moon (the third), respec-
tively symbolized by the sequential order from one to three.
But in the translation of Giles these numbers are not retained.
If the goal of translating is transmit the deep cultural impli-
cations conveyed by these numbers this revision fails to reach
this purpose. Even though it may be difficult for the western
readers to “taste” such theses cultural implications in the
numbers, | think there are some techniques to help them
“jump over” such a cultural gap.

Then some people may question my conclusion from ask-
ing: how can you be so sure that the poets are writing poems
for the intention of depicting the conception of human-nature
relation?

I think even that’s not the case, we can still advocate that
translating be regarded as purposeful activity to transmit
cultural implications, as is confirmed by the following words:

Even if a source text has been written without any partic-

ular purpose or intention, the translation is always ad-

dressed to some audience and is this intended to have some
function for the readers.*

Consequently, in order to response to the increasing de-
mand of the western readers to know Chinese culture, any
model that can realize this purpose is de facto an ideal option
even though such a translating process is sometimes criticized
as imposing the meanings of the original (perceptional, no-
tional or aesthetic) to the English language and culture. As has
been pointed out, | have adopted the opinion that translating
has to be purposeful activity as Christiane Nord says:

Translating means producing a functional text in a lin-

gua-culture T (= target text) that is needed for specific

communicative purposes by processing the information
given in a previous text produced in a different lin-
gua-culture S (= source text) ...if the originals have sig-
nificance we generally require that their images also have
the same significance.” (Christane Nord: Translating as

Purposeful Activity).

For example, if the purpose of translating is to “export” the
cultural implications of certain numbers to the western readers,
then the lines in Tang Poem*T- 111 & & 44, J342 NER K can
be literally translated as “there is not a bird in a thousand
mountains and not a man’s footprint on ten thousand paths”,
as many translators do. The numbers in the original are re-
tained and translated as “one thousand mountains” and “ten
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thousand paths™ [6] in this translation.

Some people strongly criticize such kind of translation,
arguing that the poet’s aesthetic implication has not been kept
because the numbers in this translation are surprising to the
readers of the English version of this poem. These critics
argue that “one thousand and ” “ten thousand” in English
language act as nothing but mathematic figures representing
accurate quantity of things and conveys no aesthetic implica-
tions. However, according to the theory of Christine Nord, the
above critics has improperly ignored the fact that:

The openness (in the meaning) specific to literary texts,

however, allows for various interpretations at once, making

(equivalence requirement in translating) not only impossi-

ble to meet but also undesirable. The process of text com-

prehension and interpretation inevitably leads to different
results by different translators. To my mind, this is not at all

a bad thing, since different readers will interpret the origi-

nal differently, translators have to right to translate their

interpretation of the text.

Therefore | think it reasonable to hold that if the very
purpose of the translator is to intentionally nourish western
readers’ aesthetic experience in reading these special numbers
employed in the Tang Poems, (that naturally should be since
the environmental problems are getting severe all over the
world and a new human-nature relation ought to be estab-
lished) then the Go-ahead model of translating is undoubtedly
an ideal option as purposed activity to “export” the special
cultural implications (both notional and aesthetic meaning) in
the Tang Poems to English culture and language. And ac-
cordingly to transmit the aesthetic suggestiveness hidden in
the special numbers in the Tang Poems is a proper response to
such a demand. In fact this is the only way the most valuable
intellectual contributions in Chinese traditional culture, the
advocating of human-nature harmony“® in some beautiful
Tang Poems can be cognized, appreciated and absorbed in
other cultures. Because the 21st century is an era in which the
interest of western readers is shifting to traditional Chinese
culture, especially in the Tang Poems, as is proved in the
words of American Literary scholar John Derbyshire:#’

The glorious tradition of Chinese verse will continue...No
doubt there will be an awakening, a hundred or five hun-
dred years from now— the tradition will revivify. Until
then we must rest content with what we have, and be
thankful we have so much, and that it has been transmitted
to us, across mountains and oceans, across revolutions and
wars, across languages and cultures, with so much— so
very much!— loving care.

5.3. Rethinking on the English Translations of
Some Tang Poems

In this section | will deal with the realization of the cultural
implications of certain numeral expressions in translation
from discussing some examples. Most of the examples I dis-
cuss here are taken from Xu Yuanchong’s English translations
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of the Tang Poems, chiefly from his English Translations of
the Tang Poems.*

We have demonstrated that certain numeral expressions in
the Tang Poems involve notional or aesthetic meanings.
Consequently to keep the cultural implications of the original
as invariant as possible in the translation should be the ulti-
mate goal to pursue in translating poems. In other words, how
well the cultural implications including aesthetic sugges-
tiveness of these numeral expressions in the translations is
retained is key to assessing a translation.

Similarly as has been demonstrated in the previous chapters
of this thesis, the frequent employment of certain numeral
expressions in Chinese classic poetry confirms the fact that
Chinese classic poets’ unique aesthetic preference is deeply
rooted in Chinese traditional culture, especially in Taoism,
which as a school of thought not only resulted in the casual,
free life style of the ancient Chinese poets, but also nourished
their special aesthetic preference Chinese classic poetry, es-
pecially in the Tang Poems. Then there naturally arises this
question: can the deep cultural implications in the special
numbers in the Tang Poems be transferred into the English
translations?

In fact, even to best translator of Chinese classic poetry like
Xu Yuanchong, how to deal with these special numbers em-
ployed in Chinese classic poetry like this one is a challenge®,
for example:

Original

—HEF Kt

— R,

a8 SRR S S

Translation by Xu:

The dripping oar, the vernal wind, a loaf-like boat,

A light fish hook, a silken thread of fishing line,

Upon the endless waves with freedom I float.

Undoubtedly this is a very beautiful translation. But un-
fortunately I have to say that there is some important impli-
cations which the translation cannot convey to the readers of
the English version because the “absence” of the numbers:

1). In the original poem four“—" (one’s) are obviously
intentionally employed to convey implications like isolation,
freedom oneness of man and nature®.

2). “J3” (ten thousand) in the original represents grandiose
of the surroundings, forming sharp contradicting with
“—”suggesting the special understanding of the poet to life:
freedom results from being tiny.

However, the following example is a eulogy for freedom of
life from another angle: the active side. Just as in the above
one two sharply contradicting numbers are employed (“
ey,

Gl

SYSEIQIIPNS

B NI

t3] V.
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I THH,

B E—E

(Translation by Xu Yuanchong)

On the Stork Tower

The sun beyond the mountains glows; The Yellow River

seawards flows. You can enjoy a grander sight, By climb-

ing to a greater height.

This poem was written by Wang Zhihuan®?, who tells about
his ambitions in striving forward in the life. From this poem |
can also find there is a philosophic insight about life, i.e., one
can have a broader perspective about life only when he has
more experience.

For the first glance 1 may make a conclusion that the
translation by Mr. Xu Yuanchong’s is an excellent one since
poet’s philosophic insight about life is explicitly expressed by
the last two lines in the this translation:

You can enjoy a grander sight, By climbing to a greater

height.

But this translation has been criticized for being too straight
and lacking vividness:

“Mr. Xu’s translations of the last two lines of the original

poet, You can enjoy a grander sight/By climbing to a

greater height, sound like silly lines of songs for kids since

the images in the original disappeared...”%

Although I have great esteem for Mr. Xu for his extraor-
dinary contributions in introducing Chinese classic poetry to
the readers with western culture background, | have to admit
that the comment of Mr. Zhang on Mr. Xu’s translations is by
no means unreasonable. Because the last two lines in Xu’s
translation are in fact too abstract in its meaning and obvi-
ously the cultural implications conveyed by the numbers in
the numeral expressions “T H H”“—Z#" do not exist in
the rending. As a result, the readers of the translated version
can never have the chance to know that the numeral expres-
sions “T H H™—JZ#"” can have affluent implications in
Chinese classic poems and play the role of literary archetypes:
“F- B> implying grandiose and conveys a sharp contradict
with “—)Z” meaning one period of the experience in life.
Following the principles that translating acts as a purposeful
activity to transmitting the cultural implications in the original
culture-lingua, I venture to offer my rendering on the last two
lines of the poem in question:

Widen your view hundreds of miles, By going up one flight

of stairs.

In my rendering, | intensively retain the two numbers, be-
lieving it important to let the readers of the translated text to
know the literary technique of the poet: employing two sharp
contradicting numbers (“one” v. “hundreds”) to demonstrate
both philosophic and aesthetic suggestiveness in the poem.

In order to iterate the importance of transferring the cultural
implications of the original from retaining certain numbers in
the translations, | compare two different translations of the
same poem of Li Bai. (I focus my discussion on the renderings
of certain numeral expressions contained in the poem, since
other considerations are beyond the scope of this thesis.)
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Original
WRET=TR,
SRR LR

(Translated by Xu Yuanzhong)

It’s torrent dashes down three thousand feet high

As if the Silver River fell from azure sky.

Translated by Wang Shouyi and John Rofel

The torrent dropping three thousand feet

Straight down the valley floor

I think it must be the milk way

Spilling to the earth from the ninth heaven

The numeral expression“ =T X obviously does not de-
note the real height of the Mount Lu or the waterfall; but it
conveys the poet aesthetic experience to the grandiose of the
scene in the eyes of the poet Li Bai and there is little doubt
such a literary text (poetry) can produce a particular aesthetic
experience effect in its readers if it is retained in the translated
version so long as the readers have basic knowledge about
Chinese culture. One can notice that both Xu and Wang’s
translations have kept the number that literally means “three
thousand ” in their translations, obviously believing “three
thousand feet” can function aesthetically by stimulating the
readers’ imaginations and esteems to the grandiose of Mt. Lu.

However, divergence appears between Xu’s and Wang’
translations about “JLK”: Xu’s translated text: azure sky;
Wang’s rendering: the heavens. In Chinese language® /L
K represents Chinese people’s understanding to the structure
of the cosmos: the earth“#fi” (a huge square continent) is
stationed in the center of the universe and the heavenX”is
arched spheres covering the earth“#f1”, “JL K ’being the ninth
and the highest of the spheres. These opinions in Chinese
culture obviously are imaginations; they represent the results
of the special understanding of ancient Chinese people to the
physical world. Therefore “J1°K”in the original conveys
notional meaning and functions as a culture symbol. Wang
and Rofel try to convey these beliefs of traditional culture in
their translation, therefore they use “the ninth heaven” for* /L.
X”. Based on the theme of this thesis that translating can be a
purposeful activity, I can conclude that Wang and Rofel’s
translation can function more validly in “translating” the
cultural implications into the target lingua-culture. In other
words: If translating is chosen to be a purposed activity, i.e.
exporting the special implications hidden in Li Bai’s poem for
the increasing demand of adoption of traditional Chinese
culture, I think, Wang and Rofel’s translation is undoubtedly
an excellent option.

6. Conclusion

As has been pointed out in the three chapters numbers and
numeral expressions in Chinese lingua-culture can denote not
only the items of things, but also people’s understandings of
the substantial world and, most importantly, numbers can
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even have aesthetic values as they do in Chinese language.
Therefore, | think it is a peculiar perspective to explore Chi-
nese culture itself from analyzing the cultural implications of
numbers employed in Chinese classic poetry in the Tang
Dynasty and the problems that arise in translating them into
another language like English.

In this thesis | have suggested three terms: perceptional
meaning (A %17 X), notional meaning (Ff# = %) and aes-
thetic meaning (FF 3£ ). Based on the opinion of English
philosopher John Lock that the meanings of words are as the
results of people’s mental achievements. Notional meaning of
words represents the results as understanding process; that
aesthetic meaning of words reflects aesthetic experience of
people. In this article |1 have expressed the opinion that the
harmony of nature-human in traditional Chinese culture is
expressed in the implications of certain special numbers or
numeral expressions in some Tang Poems. Therefore it is
valuable to reveal the beauty of Chinese classic poems in the
21 century when people’s ecological and environmental
consciousness is growing and in cultural communication.

This article, as one of the numberless discussions about the
Tang Poems, chiefly focuses on theoretical aspect of trans-
lating. | have discussed on the special implications of certain
numbers in the Tang Poems, believing that they are as the
results of the influence of traditional Chinese culture, espe-
cially Daosim; proposed a model for analyzing the potential
meanings conveyed in numeral expressions; tried to explain
why it is most difficult to translate Chinese classic poetry;
analyzed the realization of certain numeral expressions’ cul-
tural implications in the English translations.

As a brief conclusion | should say that translating Chinese
classic poems is at the top of all translating activity if the
difficulties are considered; but to have satisfactory renderings
for the special numbers employed in them may be at the top of
the top.

Any way, translating is very difficult and perhaps is “the
most complex activity in the cosmos” (Eugene Nida). It was,
is and still will be a challenge to the translators who are am-
bitiously trying to bridge the gap between cultures and lan-
guages. | have great esteem for their contributions and will be
grateful forever.

Abbreviations

PM  Perceptional Meaning
NM  Notional Meaning
AM  Aesthetic Meaning
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