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While vapours all over Cloud-Dream Marsh up roll,
Bores roll ahead to rock Yueyang City wall.
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Cloud and dream fall in to the river;

When its waves rise, the town walls shiver.
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When dreaming clouds rise from the lake,

Its waves roil and town walls shake.
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A gold toad gnaws the lock. Open it, burn the incense.
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INTRODUGTION

(1)

Poetry, said Confucius, is an expression of the mind. What the
mind expresses or interpretes is reality, including the inner and the
outer world. Lyrical expression is used to interprete the former and
scenical expression the latter. But, as Wang Guowei said, all scenical
expressions in Chinese poetry are lyrical, because the interpreter is
subjective though objective is reality. Therefore, the interpretation is
subjective, for it is subject to the mind of the interpreter; if not, it may
be objective and scientific. The Old Master said in Laws Divine and
Human that wruth may be known, but it may not be the wellknown
truth. I think the first truth refers to objective reality and the second to
the subjective. That is to say, the interpretation of objective reality may
be subjective, and The Golden Treasury of Quatrains and Octaves is a
subjective interpretation of objective reality.

This book has many Chinese editions. The earliest is compiled by
a poet, Liu Kezhuang (1187~1269 ), including 1281 poems written by
565 poets. As it was volumious and inconveniet for the use of
schoolboys, so another poet, Xie Fangde (1226~1289), made this

selection of 223 poems, which has been wide read and wide spread for
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hundreds of years since its publication. This collection includes only
quatrains and octaves in seven or five characters per line, arranged
according to seasonal sequence, that is, spring, summer, autumn,
winter, which shows the harmonious relation between man and nature.
There are poems describing the court life and rural life in time of peace
and war, which reveal the people’s sympathy and antipathy. There is
even one poem written by Emperor Xuan Zong of the Tang dynasty,
many by the prime ministers, and most by men of letters, but only a

few by such common people as hermit and cowherd.
(2)

Xu Ming was a graduate from Shanghai Institate of Foreign
Languages in 1982 and worked as translator in the Ministry of
Petroleum. When Hammer visited China and had a talk with Premier
Zhou, Xu Ming served as interpreter. He came to the United States in
1988. When I paid him a visit in 2006, we had a talk about this book
and the abstract reads as follows.

Xu Ming: The Library of Chinese Classics has just published your
translation of Gems of Classical Chinese Poetry, why should you
translate this Golden Treasury of Quatrains and Octaves?

Xu Yuanchong: The Gems of Classical Chinese Poetry is
compiled to meet the need of the time and the people. Many poems
written by emperors and minsters in Golden Treasury are not translated
in Gems. It has rewritten the history distorted by the ruling class and its
men of letters, but it cannot interprete the reality of Tang and Song
dynasties as fully as the original edition. For instance, a foreign reader
cannot know the poets’ loyalty to the emperor and the Confician

influence on men of letters. So it would be still useful to translate this
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Golden Treasury.

Xu Ming: So far as I know, Wuhan University published An
Anthology of Popular Ancient Chinese Poems in 1992, including
twenty of your translations. Are the poems included in that anthology
not the same as those in the Golden Treasure?

Xu Yuanchong: The original Chinese editions of these two
English versions are almost the same, but their translations are quite
different. In a word, the Anthology requires a close translation while
the Treasury a free one. That is to say, the former chooses words close
to the original while the latter the best words in the best order. If the
close words are the best, then it is easy to choose. If not, I prefer to
choose the best words to the close ones. For instance; you may
compare the two different versions of the same verse by Meng Haoran.
First, let us read its transliteration :

Qi (air) zheng (evaporate) yun (cloud) meng (dream) ze
(marsh) Bo (waves) han (shake) yue (mountain) yang (sunny)
cheng {town ) If we combine these words into verses, the version may
read as follows:

The cloud and dream in the lake evaporate into the air;

The waves shake the Sunny Mountainside Town wall.

The Chinese word “ze” used as a noun may mean pool, marsh, lake,
water, river; as a verb it may mean to do favor, good, benifit by
bringing water. “Yun meng ze” put together may mean a lake of clouds
and dreams, or cloudy and dreamy or dreaming water or river. In
reality, it describes a lake whose water evaporates into the air and tums
into clouds, which cast their shadows into the lake, mingle with the
water and look dreamy or as fanciful as dreams. Besides, the lake will
do good to people by bringing water to them. The original verse is not
only scenical but also lyrical. What do you think of the following
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translation in the Anthology:

While vapours all over Cloud-Dream Marsh up roll,

Bores roll ahead to rock Yueyang City wall.

Xu Ming: [ think the translation is only scenical but not lyrical. As
you know, Robert Frost says that poetry is what gets lost in translation.
I think the close translation has lost the lyrical part of the verse.

Xu Yuanchong: If you do not choose words close to the original
but the best expressions of the target language, perhaps the lost part
may be mote or less regained. For instance, you may read the following
version:

Cloud and dream fall into the river;

When its waves rise, the town walls shiver.

This version is not close to the original which says cloud and dream
seem to rise from the cloudy and dreamy water. Since the water is
cloudy and dreamy, it implies that cloud and dream fall before they
evaporate and rise into the air. Then when its waves rise, it again
implies that the cloud (or its shadow ) and dream rise with them. Thus
we see their rise and fall are either expressed or implied in this version.
Besides, the poet says at the end of the poem that his dream of serving
in the imperial court cannot come true. Then the dream falls into the
river may symbolize his dream not translated into reality. Moreover,
the verb to “rock” used in the close translation is scenical, but to
“shiver” is more lyrical for it may imply that the poet shivers to see the
fall of the cloud as of his dream unrealized. Do you not think the free

translation better than the close one?
(3)

Xu Ming: I think your free translation is more lyrical, but I am
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afraid many critics will say your version is not faithful to the original.

Xu Yuanchong: In my opinion, a verse translation may be faithful
to the wotd or to the line or to the whole verse. In other words, it may
be faithful in form, in sense or in spirit. That is to say, there are three
levels or degrees of faithfulness. I think to be faithful to the verse is on a
higher level than to the line and / or to the word or letter. So “shiver”
is more faithful than “rock”, for it is not only scenical but also lyrical.

Do you agree with me?
(4)

Xu Ming: I agree. But do you think the difference between
classical Chinese poetry and English poetry is that: in the former all
scenical expressions are lyrical, while in the latter all scenical expressions
are not?

Xu Yuanchong: 1 think the English is a more scientic language, it
says what it means, the sense goes as far as the word, so it is precise.
But the classical Chinese is a more artistic language, it may mean more
or less than what it says, the sense may go beyond the word, so it is
concise. Its poetic diction is so concise that it almost amounts to
abreviations in English. That is one reason why classical Chinese verse
may imply more than it expresses, so its scenical expressions may
become lyrical. The hieroglyphic Chinese language has a history of
thousands of years. The longer it is used in verse, the more poetical and
lyrical it becomes. So lyricality in Chinese verse increases with the
years, that is what we cannot find in English poetry. Therefore it
would be very difficult to translate the concise Chinese verse into
precise English.

How does lyricality increase in Chinese verse? Let us still take
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“cloud and dream” for example: “cloud” is a scenic expression while
“dream” is a lyrical one. When they are used together in a line, we
seem to see the dreaming cloud, that is to say, cloud is personified and
becomes lyrical. When the dream is associated with the poet’s
unfulfilled dream, it becomes even more lyrical. Besides, the “cloud”
may remind us of Li Bai’s Song of White Cloud, in which we find such
verse as “ White clouds will follow you high and low”, “You should go
back and lie on cloud, " then you may feel in cloud a companion
following you and a bed to lie on, so its beauty or lyricality increases.
The same is true of the “dream”, which may remind us of Cen Shen’s
Spring Dream in which we find such verse as  “An hour on pillow 1
dreamed of passing in flight/Thousands of miles to see my love so fair
and bright. " Then dream may take wing and carry your soul wherever
you will. Thus the beauty of dream as of cloud may increase, and it
cannot be translated into English. That is the reasonwhy, I think, Frost
says that poetry is lost in translation. But even the paradise lost can be
regained, so the poetry lost may more or less be found by re-creation.

Xu Ming: What do you mean by re-creation?

Xu Yuanchong: As Confucius said, “At seventy, I could do what
I would without going beyond the limit. * I think this can be applied to
translation. The limit is faithfulness. So long as your translation is
faithful, you are free to create or choose any word you will, on
condition that it is the best expression in the target language. How can
we know whether the chosen expression is the best? Conficius said,
“It is good to understand, better to enjoy and best to delight. * That is
to say, an understandable translation is good, an enjoyable omne is
better, and a delightful one is best. Would you share my delight in re-

creative translation?
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