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China is well-known for the abundance of poems, while
Chinese language is ideal for the composition of poetry. Poets
sing out hymns for their times with the likes of Chuci, Hanfu,
Tang poetry, Songci and Sanqu, which are all crystallization of
thoughts. Sanqu is regarded one of the three climaxes together
with Tang poetry and Songci. In terms of sheer quantity, Sanqu
cannot be compared with Tang poems numbering 48,000; in
terms of the variety of stanzas and tonal patterns, it cannot be
compared with Songci numbering 20,000. However, Sanqu is
noteworthy in terms of its unique style and artistic achievement.
Ye Zigi, a scholar in the late Yuan Dynasty, believes that so far
as valuable heritage is concerned, the Han Dynasty is noted for
prose, the Jin Dynasty for calligraphy, the Tang Dynasty for
poetry, the Song Dynasty for Neo-Confucianism and the Yuan
Dynasty for Qu. Qu was considered the artistic acme of the
Yuan Dynasty by people of that age and later generations. In the
Preface to Textual Research on Operas in the Song and the
Yuan-Dynasties, Wang Guowei stated very clearly that “Poems
ofthe Tang Dynasty, Ciof the Song Dynasty and Qu of the Yuan
Dynasty are all heights to be looked up to for later generations.”
The importance of Quin the Yuan Dynasty is self-evident, which
determines the necessity and practical significance of its
transiation.

The development of literature needs the inheritance of
tradition, which also necessitates expansion and innovation.
Tracing back to Chinese literary history, it is easy to find the
evolvement from ancient Yuefu poems to Yuefu poems of the
Tang Dynasty, from Yuefu poems of the Tang Dynasty to
regulated verse and quatrain, from regulated verse and quatrain
to Songci and from Songcito Long-short lines. Sanqu obviously
inherited a lot from Tang poetry and Songci, with innovation and
development.

The Yuan Dynasty is the first dynasty in Chinese history
under the rule of a minority nationality. Its expansion in territory
paves the way for the establishment of a multi-ethnic nation.
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Admittedly, the Yuan Dynasty is a period when ethnic and class
conflicts are rampant and feudal rule is stringent. Under the rule
of the Meng nationality, men of letters, especially those of the
Han nationality, ranked 9th in the social ladder, only superior to
beggars. Talents of ambition are under the mercy of ruthless
rulers. Some escape reality, some are onlookers to political
strife, some take pity on the populace and some are lost in
political downfall. Under those tyrannical rule, it is not rare to
hear voices lamenting the times and to read works air ing
accumulated grief. Composers of Sanqu are therefore
diversified, ranging from well-recognized officials to political
outcast and unfulfilled scholars, Even the common folks and
courtesans gave expression to their ridicule and satire by
means of Sanqu. Faced with such variety full of different themes,
1,200 Sanqu poems by 75 poets are selected in this book, which
is already the biggest in quantity of translated Sanqu poems.
The themes vary: mot:king the present by reminiscing the past,
recalling history, admonishing the earthling, lamenting the
common folks, eulogizing love, admiring nature, exposing the
ups and downs of officials and depicting idyllic wild nature. The
styles are also diversified: Lu Zhi is noted for fluency and
extravagance, Guan Hangin for transparency and restrained
grace, Bai Pu for unrestrained briskness, Ma Zhiyuan for
freedom and boldness, Guan Yunshi for vigor and loftiness,
Zhang Yanghao for broad-minded grace, Qiao Jifor naturainess
and elegance, Zhao Shanging for melancholy bleakness, Zhang
Kejiu for distant resplendence, Xu Zaisi for refined singularity,
Zhou Deqing for lucid brevity and Tang Shi for aloofness. All
those are paramount in style, depth of thoughts and artistic
conception.

Different from Tang poems and Songci, Sangu is more
flexible in the number of words to be used, with the possible
insertion of words and variation in rhythm and meter. Strict
adherence to the matching of oblique and level tones are broken
with all four tones allowed in the rhyme, namely, level, rising,
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falling-rising and falling tones. Sometimes repetitive rhyme can
be adopted for the whole poem. Theoretically, this flexibility in
rhyming patterns makes the translation much easier. However,
Sanqu are songs to be chanted, which still belongs to poetry.
Therefore, the dilemma between translatability and
untranslatability constantly exists. For those who believe that
Sanqu poems are translatable, different views are held as to the
translation principles and strategies. Translators of the present
book uphold three criteria: faithfulness in meaning, congruence
in form and similarity in rhythm and rhyme.

English and Chinese poems differ a lot in rhythm and rhyme,
which makes it nearly impossible for the preservation of the
original effect. As Robert Frost points out, “Poetry is what gets
lost in translation.” What is lost in the translation of poetry?
Semantic information?  Cultural information?  Structural
information? Stylistic information? Grammatical information?
Rhetorical information? Every kind of information may be lost in
the translation of poetry. Poetic translation means the maximum
representation of the content, form, rhythm and rhyme of the
original text. It is also the case with the translation of Sanqu of
the Yuan Dynasty. The above-mentioned three criteria are the
key, with the inevitable loss of some information. It is the
translator’s task to minimize the loss of information.

Translation is undoubtedly an indispensable tool for the
three endeavors mentioned above. Confucius schools are
exhibitions of Chinese soft power and the winning of Nobel prize
for literature is the symbol of the value of Chinese literature.
Translation is a bridge for the dissemination of Chinese culture
around the world and the popularization of world culture in
China. Hopefully, the translation of Sanqu in the Yuan Dynasty
will add luster for the exchange between cultures.

Written at the end of 2013
Qingyuan Campus of Anhui University
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