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TRANSLATOR’'S NOTE

Onc of the best known and best loved of the ancient Chinese
novels which have come dowa through the ages, Owuflaws of
the Marsh is set mainly in the final years of Hui Zong, a Song
Dynasty emperor who reigned from 1101 to mzs. It tells why
and how one hundred some-odd men and women banded to-
gether on a matsh-girt mountain in what today is Shandong
Province, became leaders of an outlaw army of thousands and
fought brave and resourceful battles against pompous, heartless
tyeants.

Historians confirm chat the story is derived from facr. Some
of the events actually happened, some of the persons actually
existed. Their rebellious deeds struck a responsive chord in
the oppresscd masses and gradually evolved into folk Jegends.
Professional story-teflers further dramatized and embellished
them in performances at market fairs and amusement centers,

The present consensus among Chinese scholars is that in the
fourteenth century two men, Shi Nai’an and Luo Guanzhong,
took this raw matcrial and created a novel. Since its original
publication, it kas appeared in numerous editions ranging from
scventy to 124 chapters, the denouement sometimes chasging
with the political temper of the ruling monarch. (The sevency-
chapter edition ends with the outlaws still being hunted. Other
editions have them going over to the emperor and themselves
becoming the huntcrs — of other rebels.) Disputes over the
authorship, and thc authenticity and dates of the various edi-
tions, continue to this dav.

We may leave this to the spccialists,. What matters is that
the novel-now known as Shwi Hu Zbuan (litcrally Marsh
Chronicies), ané which we have entitled Outlaws of the Marsh,
is a remarkable literary toxr de force. Tn spite of its enormous
cast, 2ll of the characters come accoss as distinct persanalities,
convinicingly and in depth. The many episodes are closcly
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meshed as integral parts of the whele, and offer an intimate
porrraval of the people and thelr socicty.

This translation, based on a combination of thc seventy and
100 chapter editioas, tells for the first time in English the story
of the outlaws in its catirety. Because of the cxcellent style and
editing of the shorter version, we have used it as the text of
our first seventy chapters. With the final thirty we have taken
minot libertics.y The “‘poems™ which introduce cach chapter
are little better than doggerel, and ruin the suspense by reveal-
ing what is about to follow. They have boen cut. 5o has some
of the redundancy and combersome detail.

(Other than tha:, we have tried to be as faithful to the con-
tent as possible, even when this fidelity tesules in facrual
inaccuracy. Fourteenth century dress, weapons, government
otficcs, for example, have heen supetimposed by the authors in
sore instances on tae twelfth. Theoir native Jiangsu Province
colloguialisms are put in the mouths of Shandong Province
characters. Locations of towns, time sequences, arz sometimes
WIOng.

A further problem o the translator is that many official
titles and departments, arms, costumes, houschold implements,
cercmonics, religious matters, puns, jokes, literary allusions . . .
bave no direct equivalent in the English language. QOaly ap-
proximartions were possible, at best.

But such items are of minor concern to the average reader.
What she or he wants from a translation of a foreign classic,
in addition to the story itself, is the “feel” of an ancient pcople
in a distant land, a scnse of the style of the original. That, for
the translator, is infinitely more difficult than a mere accurate
rendition of plot-line.

It has been somewhat casicr, however, with this novel than
it would have been with a classic of another country.  The
reason lies in the development of the Chinese language Cen-
turies of feudalism, Coafucian morality, limited internal
mobility and communications, the very late advent of modern
technology and foreign influences, teaded to lcave modes of
expression relatively undisturbed. The spoken language of
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Songz times was somcw hat similar to what is heard in many
parts of Ckina, cven today. One is struck, in reading the novel,
by the “modernity” of the dialeguc. It is the concepts, the
lifc-stylc, that are acchaic and strange. A [fairly straightforward
Caglish, therefore, not too sharp or slangy, appears to be in
order — balanced by the knowledze that we are dealing with
twelfth cenrury Chinese individuals, each of different tempera-
ment, degree of education and station in life. The translator
walks the tight-rope.

Outlaies of the Marsh has fascinated Chinese readers, voung
and old, for six hundted years. Tt has been adapted for stage
and scrcen, {or puppet theater, for picture books. Children
know the tales by heart. Tt has been commented upon by
scores of eminent scholars. In several countries, such as japan,
it has long been appreciated, in translation, and has excrcised
a considerabic influence.

TFor convenicnt reading, our English version appears in three
volumes. There are thirty-five chapters in cach of the first two,
thirty in the concluding third.

The illustrations are woodcuts sclected from a Ming Dynasty
edition,

* * *
I wish to thank my wifc Fenga and my colleagues Ye Junjian
and Tanz Bowen for their invaluable assistance.
January, 1979
Bcijing
SIDNEY SHAPIRO
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