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Dear Professor Liu,

Thank you for your kind and courteous letter. 1 should certainly
like to offer you my very best wishes for a successful conference: one
in which the participants will find enjoyment as well as instruction,
and the organisers feel that their efforts have been worth while.

I think all of Hongloumeng’ s translators must first have come un-
der the novel’ s spell and later embarked on their translations of it
from a desire to communicate some of their enchantment to other peo-
ple. They may have done so in different ways and with varying degrees
of success, but all of them have shared the same generous impulse;
and since I am one of their number, 1 feel inhibited by a sense of fel-
lowship from commenting on the relative merits of their different trans-
lations. The saying that ‘ comparisons are odious’ may not be a recipe
for good criticism, but it holds true, I think, for the translators them-
selves.

Not everyone has come under this novel’ s spell. I remember
Zhao Shuli, at an open-air meeting on the Minzhu guangchang of Old
Beida early in 1949, announcing that ‘ we are no longer interested in
the antics of spoiled adolescents like Baoyu and the love-life of Tang
Ming Huang and his xiao lao po’ (this was before Hongloumeng was
commended for showing the ‘sprouts of capitalism’ , which the great
hongxuejia Yu Pingbo was persecuted for having overlooked ) ; but
those who did come under its spell were to be found not only in China
but all over the world. The great Swiss-French sinologue Paul
Demiéville once told me that he remembered when he was a student in
Hanoi, lying on his bed reading Hongloumeng and being so engrossed
in the novel that he did not at first notice that his little pet monkey was

pissing on him from the top of his mosquito net. Demiéville, who
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taught himself Russian in order to read War and Peace in the original,
thought that Hongloumeng was an even greater novel — greater, cer-
tainly, than Proust’s epic portrayal of the world of ®fin-de-siécle Pari-
sian snobs’ .

It is such a long time now since I finished with Hongloumeng that
I fear I am no longer able to make any useful contribution on the expe-
rience of translating it — except to say that I remember the years when
I was engaged on the translation as a very happy time in my life. As
an extremely slow worker, I was lucky to be able to take as long as I
liked and to work with a freedom that some people might think irre-
sponsible,, but which I found inspiring. There are errors in my transla-
tion, some of them gross ones, and it may in due course, for all I
know, be superseded and forgotten, but I am sure such merits as it
may have are due in part to the spirit in which it was written — some-
thing 1 could neither analyse nor explain.

My favourite English translation, Rabelais’ Gargantua and Pan-
tagruel by the 17th-century Scottish knight Sir Thomas Urquhart, was,
I am sure, animated by the same spirit of joyfulness and liberation. 1
could not hope to equal his achievement — but then I have never been
a prisoner, as Urquhart was. So were, come to think of it, two other
great translators; Sir Thomas Malory who gave us Mort d’ Arthur and,
in our own day, Yang Xianyi.

I am afraid this is rather a rambling letter.

Yours sincerely,
David Hawkes
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Dear Professor Liu,

Thank you so much for letting me know about your forthcoming
conference at Nankai University on the subject of translating that won-
derful novel Hongloumeng.

I have fond memories of Nankai, having visited the campus sev-
eral times during my stay in Tianjin from 1980 to 1982. And as for
Hongloumeng, it is one of those extraordinary books that change the
reader’ s life. I never regret the day I first started reading it. And it
was my great good fortune to have been able to serve as David
Hawkes’ apprentice and help him complete the translation. Any small
merit that my last Forty Chapters of the translation may possess is en-
tirely due to the shining example he put before me during those years
of apprenticeship.

The thought of a conference such as yours would fill any transla-
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tor with apprehension! Any translation is bound to have mistakes and
shortcomings. And it is certainly the job of students, scholars and
critics to point them out. But one thing I can say for certain. Both Da-
vid Hawkes and I approached our work not as an academic task, but
out of a feeling of love for the work itself. That was what kept us go-
ing. And as for the mistakes, allow me to quote from the Italian trans-
lator of that other great classic, Defoe’ s Robinson Crusoe, who wrote;
‘ Be kind to my mistakes, and live happy!’

May your readings of this novel and of its translations serve to en-
tertain and to make you happy! May they serve *as a source of harm-
less entertainment and as a warning to those who are still in need of a-
wakening’ (Introduction to the Penguin Classics Stone 1, p21). And
above all, when you find yourselves getting too serious, please re-
member the words of the conclusion (Stone 5, 375) : ‘ So it was really
all utter nonsense! Author, copyist and reader [ and translator, and
conference participant?] were alike in the dark! Just so much ink
splashed for fun, a game, a diversion!’

With all best wishes

John Minford
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