Literary Itinerary: Léon de Rosny and His Translation of The Book of Filial Piety

Abstract

This article investigates the translation of Xiaojing (The Book of Filial Piety), by the French ethnologist and scholar of oriental studies Léon de Rosny (1837-1914) at the end of the 19th century. In 1868, De Rosny was appointed as the first professor of Japanese Studies in France. In addition to Chinese literature, he also consulted numerous Japanese woodblock prints of Xiaojing published in the Edo period. His translation was the outcome of a Sino–Japanese literary itinerary. He reconstructed the texts of Xiaojing by combining the ancient scripts (古文, guwen) and modern scripts (今文, jinwen) on the basis of both Chinese and Japanese editions of the classic. This makes De Rosny’s translation unique in the history of Western translations of Xiaojing. This translation not only shows the attention of French Oriental scholars in the nineteenth century to the problems of modern and ancient Chinese classics, but also shows the results of exchanges with Chinese classics, and even constitutes a part of the knowledge exchange between Europe and Asia. This is one of the key reasons why De Rosny’s translation is worthy of attention. Moreover, different from his contemporary scholars, his introduced a correlation between race and filial piety in translating the classic, and presented a rather positive view of the Eastern culture. De Rosny’s translations offer a new interpretation of Xiaojing and a new perspective on translated works by an appendix about the origin and filial piety of the yellow race, in which it associates the filial spirit of the East (including China and Japan) with the ethnic nation in a relatively obscure way. This is something that previous translators have never proposed. 
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