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PREFACE

A fable is “‘a short story devised to convey some
useful lesson, an apologue” (Shorter Oxford Dic-
tionary). In A.F. Scott’s Current Literary Terms,
‘fable’ is defined as ‘‘a short narrative illustrating some
moral truth.” Thus a distinctive feature of the fable is
that it contains “a moral truth.” It is unlike proverbs
or maxims because the moral truth is presented not in
the form of a saying but a narrative.

Whenever one speaks of fables, the ancient Greek
fables of Aesop immediately come to mind. Chinese
fables as a literary variety enjoy less international
attention. Chinese literature is, in fact, rich in narratives
that would qualify as fables. These stories were written
by philosophers, historians, prose writers, etc., and
many of them, especially the early ones, were used
to illustrate the writer’s arguments. Since Chinese
fables are found in different kinds of writings the reader
is unhikely to come across a large number of them unless
they are collected into a separate volume. This task
has been accomplished by diligent scholars, a notable
example being Mao Dun who edited a selection of
Chinese fables: Zhongguo yuyan chubian HEES 9k
in 1917. In recent years a number of such selections
have become available and, as a result of the labour of
the editors, modermn Chinese translations are often
provided along with useful notes to aid the readers.

Some selections concentrate on a certain period in
the development of Chinese fables while others cover
almost the entire history of Chinese literature up to
the Qing dynasty (1644-1911). The present selection is
concerned with ancient Chinese fables and therefore
confines itself to the Pre-Qin and Qin-Han periods
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(roughly from the fourth century BC to the third
century AD) which constitute the earliest stages in the
history of fables in China. The Pre-Qin period, especial-
ly the Era of the Warring States (475-221 BC), was a
flowering age for the Chinese fable and exerted a de-
finite influence on works of later centuries. Any
attempt to introduce Chinese fables to western readers
should start with this period. To those familiar with
Aesop’s tales, the earliest stories would be of special
interest because they are nearest to Aesop’s fables in
terms of time.

Pre-Qin fables are very much a product of the times.
In the Era of the Warring States which produced the
richest yield of Chinese fables in the pre-Christian age,
different schools of thought vie for precedence in a
political scene that was far from stable. Exponents of
various schools strove to win the support of kings to
carry out their ideas of government or reform. Fables
were often used as a tool in presenting their arguments.
A short story illustrating a point one wants to make is
a far more effective and safer means than putting forth
one’s opinions in a direct manner. Easily incensed
monarchs do not take kindly to criticisms or suggestions
that do not correspond with their own views. In this
selection the reader will come across fables that have
been used to change the minds of rulers who wanted to
start wars, execute ministers or embark on various
acts of folly.

Due to the change in the political climate the
Qin-Han period did not produce many notable fables.
Government oppression of scholar-gentlemen in the Qin
period and the predominance of Confucian doctrines
over all other schools of thought in the Han dynasty
discouraged the free expression of ideas and did not
felicitate the development of fables. Many Qin-Han
fables take pre-Qin stories as their model.
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Fables are often associated with stories with animal
characters. Chinese fables do include such tales but we
also find a large number of narratives with human
protagonists. In some instances, fictitious inventions
are attributed to historical figures in order to lend
credibility to the tale or to increase the story interest.
We also find myths among Chinese fables, a famous
example being Yugong yishan HEARI (To Move
Mountains), in which the gods took part in the action
by giving an old man a helping hand.

Fables have served to enrich the Chinese language.
Many popular stories are included in school text books
and the morals of these tales have found their way
into the language and are still in use up to this day.
Some examples are Shouzhu daitu <FikER (The
Vigil by the Tree Stump), Qiren youtian {2 AF X (The
Worrier of Qi) and Huashe tianzu  E4EHKE (The
‘Finishing’ Touch).

The one hundred tales in the present volume are
selected according to several principles. One important
consideration in choosing Chinese fables for translation
is that the end product must be easily comprehensible
to readers who only have access to the story through
the English translation. If the point of the story hinges
on an almost untranslatable literary device such as a
pun, the tale would not be a good choice. One example
is a fable called Zhouren maipu & AEH found in
Zhanguoce B % . A pun has a very important place in
the story: pu Bt (uncut jade) and p&t % (rat meat
that has not been cured). Using romanisation to explain
the pun detracts greatly from its effect. Presenting the
reader with two meaningless sounds can only alienate
him.

Apart from such linguistic considerations, difference
in cultural background is another obstacle to the
western reader. A story from Zhuangzi #HF called
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Ru yi shili fazhong (BLI:§i8%E tells about two
rushen {4 (commonly translated as ‘Confucian dis-
ciples’) digging up a tomb in order to steal the buried
valuables. Anyone not familiar with the values and
conventions of Confucianism would probably find the
story dull and miss the irony that is immediately
obvious to the Chinese reader.

When two or more fables serve to bring out a similar
moral, only one is chosen. Zeng Shen sharen &% A
(One time too many) from Zhanguoce BF% shows
that even an incredible rumour gains credibility when
it is repeated several times. Sanren cheng hu = ARE
from Hanfeizi #JE+ conveys a similar lesson. Thus
only one is included in the selection.

Fables whose morals are still current today and have
become part of the Chinese language are chosen as much
as possible. Besides those mentioned above, a few other
examples are Yubang xiangzheng it S (The Snipe
and the Clam), Yaner daozhong W ¢sim (Ostrich
Logic) and Zixiang maodun H#EFIE (His Spear
against his Shield).

In rendering fables into English readability is. an
important principle. Every effort is made to spare the
reader from distraction by unnecessary details that
would detract from the effect made by the point of
the simple story.

I have chosen not to use footnotes so as not to
divert the reader’s attention from the story itself.
Where explanations are absolutely necessary to the
understanding of a story they are incorporated into
the text of the tale in the form of short phrases. Addi-

tional background information concerning certain %, -

characters or ancient social conventions is often in-
cluded in the story. An example of the former is the
fame of Bo Le {y4% as a judge of horses, while an.
instance of the latter can be found in Er tao sha sanshi -
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“#k#% =+ (Two Peaches for Three). In this story
the word qu # (quickening one’s steps) is used without
any explanation that this is a sign of respect. In the
translation the word ‘politely’ is added to enlighten
the reader.

When romanisation is necessary for special terms a
note of explanation is given at the end of the story
at the first occurrence of the term. One example is
the -zi f suffix used to denote a polite form of address.
Even without knowing the meaning of this suffix the
reader is able to understand the story so no explanation
is added in the text itself. The meaning of the suffix
and the full name of the person referred to are given
at the end of a story as points of interest. The same
applies to measurements such as &7 H , chi R and
ren {4 .

In dealing wtih dialogue, the translation follows the
convention of English writings and makes adjustments
or allows omissions where necessary. The utterance is
often broken up into two parts and the speaker is
mentioned after the first part instead of at the very
beginning as in the original text. A new paragraph is
used for conversation and sometimes yue H (say) is
omitted when its sense is obvious from the context
and the punctuation.

Problems in translation caused by cultural differ-
ences are handled also with readability in mind. One
example is the Chinese practice of a minister referring
to. hunself as chen i when addressing his sovereign.
ThlS is*a. sign of respect but when translated literally

. . the ‘réndition” would seem extremely odd to western
' readers wh‘llc there is no oddity whatsoever in the
~ original versron In the present translation a polite form
of @dressmé ‘the king is substituted for this mode of
) self addr, My lord™ or “sire” is used to show the
\ ‘Minigter’ frespect and at the same time avoid awkward-

e
P 11




ness in the English version.

The fables in the present selection do not have
proper titles. One obvious reason is that many were
used as illustrations by the writer and merely form part
of a larger text. Thus the same story might acquire
various titles from the hands of different editors. The
titles used in the Chinese text are usually well known
ones and English titles are supplied for every tale by
the translator. The one hundred fables in the selection
are arranged chronologically in the hope of presenting
the earliest stages in the development of Chinese fables.

K.L. Kiu
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