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From the Dance Notation Bureau

Labanotation Translated into Chinese
<< 拉班記譜法 >>
by Mei-Chen Lu
The first foreign edition of Labanotation is to be published by the end of 2012 in
China. We congratulate Bing-Yu Luo, the head translator, who completed this
exciting project. Up to now, the study of Labanotation outside of Englishspeaking countries has been a difficult task, especially when there are very
limited notation materials available in other languages. In China, for example,
besides Mme. Dai Ai-Lian, author of Eight Chinese Ethnic Folk Dance Series,
and Li-Xue Ma, editor of Chinese Minjian [Folk] Dance: Teaching Materials
and Teaching Methodology, only Ming-Da Guo, an elder Labanotation scholar,
had translated some Labanotation articles and published them in Chinese dance
research journals.
Currently there are two dance departments in China offering Labanotation
regularly in their curriculum – one is at Beijing Normal University and the other
at Shanghai Normal University. Because there is no standard notation textbook
available commercially in China, the teachers write or prepare their own
textbooks and handouts according to their course description. The teachers may
supplement notation examples of Chinese dance scores as well as foreign
repertories in ballet or modern dance. However, there is a problem: since most
notation textbooks are originally written in English, French, or German, the
terminologies and concepts are not standardized when they are translated into
Chinese. This may confuse students who would like to pursue notation with
different instructors.
Luo’s translation of Labanotation, therefore, becomes vital, providing a new
resource and standard for Chinese notation teachers and students; and this is how
the translation came about.
In 2007, Luo was invited by Professor Jien-Min Wang to teach a graduate level
course of Labanotation at the School of Ethnology and Sociology at Minzu
University of China. Each student received handouts photocopied from
Labanotation by Ann Hutchinson Guest, in English, while the lecture was given
in Chinese. Although a majority of masters and doctoral students did not have
any dance training, students found that Labanotation provided a valuable tool in
studying and recording human movements for their ethnological or sociological
research purposes. Bearing in mind the broader usefulness of Labanotation,
Wang encouraged Luo to translate Labanotation into Chinese, so that students in
different disciplinary areas could benefit from studying it in their native
language. Moreover, more dancers, researchers, and scholars could then apply
the system in their professions.
Guest was fully supportive of the translation project, and granted permission
although she hardly knew Luo. Guest was also pleased that this would be the
first translation of Labanotation into another language since its first publication
in 1954. Guest immediately shipped the most recent edition of Labanotation to
Luo. Perhaps she intuitively trusted Luo because she was a student of Mme. Dai.
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Mme. Dai and Guest had studied notation together at the Jooss-Leeder School at Dartington Hall in England, and, like Guest
who has been promoting notation in England and the United States, Mme. Dai was instrumental in introducing Labanotation to
China.
It took Luo four years (2008-2011) to implement the project. Translating Labanotation is not a simple task. To Labanotation
practitioners, it is a reference book, like an encyclopedia covering from elementary to advanced Labanotation theories. Luo and
Wang gathered a group of Ethnology students from Minzu University who took the Labanotation course with Luo in 2007, as
well as Yi Tang, a dance lecturer at Beijing Normal University, and Juan-Juan Sun, another dance lecturer at Beijing Dance
Academy, to help with the translation. Luo played the role of coordinator, distributing chapters to be translated; Wang guided
the whole team, providing advice on common errors that may occur during translation. Translation done by a large group of
people with different disciplines has its pros and cons: the graduate students from Minzu University read English well, yet they
lacked dance experience and had learned only basic Labanotation. On the other hand, the dance lecturers, Tang and Sun, who
have learned notation as part of their dance studies, did not have experience in translating. Therefore, Luo set up the common
terminology in Chinese for Labanotation, and the team built an online platform to share and discuss the process.
Luo received the first draft several months later in 2008. She was aware that the translators had different abilities in English,
which complicated the process. First of all, English grammar is very different from Chinese, especially in the tenses and the
sentence structure. Secondly, in addition to reading English fluently, those doing the translation needed excellent skills in
Chinese literature and writing. Sometimes English expressions cannot be translated directly into Chinese. Thirdly, translation
must be as close as possible to the original intent, without adding a translator’s point of view or a new meaning.
It turned out that only half of the chapters passed the preliminary inspection. The translators received comments from Luo,
made the necessary corrections, and then their jobs were done. As for the remaining chapters that did not pass the first review –
word meanings, sentences, paragraphs, and punctuation did not match the English content – Luo had to work on these chapters.
Fortunately, a number of people stepped up to help her in completing the project. Zheng-Fu Chen, an M.A. from Minzu
University, modified and edited the Chinese text and punctuations, and Tang of Beijing Normal University continued to assist
Luo in translating. Moreover, Luo’s oldest son, Xuan Zheng, made suggestions on translating French terms to Chinese as well.
In 2009, Luo gathered all the chapters that were complete, including a translation of Guest’s biography and her newly added
“author’s preface for the Chinese reader.” She felt ready to move forward to start proofreading. Throughout the proofreading
process, her husband, Yan-Chang Zheng, offered valuable feedback, so that the content would not sound odd in Chinese after
translation.
Luo had revised the content five times by 2011. Guest had been a great force and supporter since the beginning of the project.
There were countless exchanges of emails for terminology clarifications, notation questions, and wording choices. Luo
described a “friendship” growing between them out of the direct access to Guest, the original author. Luo had remembered the
frustration she felt in her earlier student days with notation, when she could not understand some theories in Albrecht Knust’s
Kinetography Laban because the text was in English, and it was impossible to ask Knust for clarification. Luo not only learned
notation more deeply from Guest during the course of this translation, but also felt privileged to be able to study directly with
Guest, the pioneer in the notation field.
All those involved in the project were volunteers. In an effort to make the publication possible, Luo handles pre-publication
affairs by herself, from obtaining rights from Routledge (Taylor & Francis Group) to contributing her own funds for printing the
first translated edition, as well as finding a publishing company willing to print a small quantity of books when today’s Chinese
book market can easily reach millions per printing. Luo has decided to print 2000 copies for now, and it will be distributed
through China Translation and Publishing Corporation. The book is priced at 89 RMB ($14 U.S. Dollars) and will be sold within
China only via Amazon.cn, dangdang.com, and 360buy.com. At this point, its global distributor remains to be determined.
Luo is hoping to promote Labanotation to people in different fields, such as anthropology, dance education, dance therapy,
physical education, and psychology. She also hopes that when more notation professionals are trained in China, a new
Labanotation organization, functioning as Mme. Dai’s China Labanotation Society had in the past, will be established. Chinese
notation professionals will then have a forum to discuss notation theories and promote use of the system. Luo hopes that more
notation professionals will join in translating notation books and articles into Chinese in the future so that Labanotation can be
developed further in China. As Guest says in her Preface to the Chinese Labanotation Readers, “I am particularly happy that,
through publication of the Labanotation textbook in Chinese, many more people will have access to the system itself, as well as
to the wide heritage of dance works that have been recorded in a ‘language’ we can all ‘speak.’”

