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& FEEv/About the Translators

David Hawkes was born in 1923, He studied at Oxford and Peking

Universities, From 1958 to 1971 he was Professor of Chinese at Oxford. Subse-

guently he was made a Research Fellow of All Souls College, Oxford. In addition

to the first 80 chapters of The Story of the Stone, he revised his earlier translation

of The Songs of the South for Penguin Classics in 1985. After a period of retire-
ment in Wales, he returned to Oxford in 1997, and died there in 2009.
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John Minford was born in 1946. He studied at Oxford with David

Hawkes, and at the Australian National University with Liu Ts'un-yan.He has also

translated for Penguin Classics Sunzi's The Art of War, and a selection of Pu
Songling's Strange Tales from a Chinese Studio. He is currently Professor of
Chinese Studies at the Australian National University.

X, 194644, HWIPMA-ERE v B, M E KW

) AL, BRI

A MBI (DTREY & (IFER

& KB)EE r/About the Collator

SEEF, 19764F4:, WEiEET AL

=

P CZIE%E) SEidny il i8530, E PRI ] 7 S v SR T

Fan Shengyu was born in 1976.He studied at Fujian Normal University
and at Beijing Normal University, where he wrote a dissertation on the transla-
tion of The Story of the Stone. He is currently Lecturer in Chinese Studies at the

Australian National University.
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Preface to the Bilingual Edition of
The Story of the Stone

During the year before his death in July 2009, David Hawkes entered into discussions
with the Shanghai Foreign Languages Education Press concerning the publication in China
of a parallel-text edition of our 5-volume version of the great 18®-century novel The Story
of the Stone. (David translated the first eighty chapters, and invited me to translate the last
forty, the conclusion edited by Gao E.) This translation was originally published in London
by Penguin Classics in the 1970s and 1980s, and has been reprinted many times since. (A
hardback edition in a limited print-run was simultaneously brought out by Indiana Univer-
sity Press in the USA, but this is now virtually unobtainable.) David’s translation of the
first eighty chapters is often studied as a supreme example of the art of translation, and
many a PhD thesis has been written about it, especially in China. It is widely seen as having
succeeded in achieving what seemed impossible — making one of China’s greatest (and
longest) literary masterpieces accessible as literature to the English-speaking reader, for
the first time. For this and for various other reasons it seemed an attractive idea to make a
bilingual edition available. (Both David and I studied the Latin and Greek classics in our
youth, and grew up on the famous Loeb Parallel Text editions.) David asked me to help him
with this ambitious project, and we had already settled most of the details before he died.
Most importantly, we had found the ideal person to edit the text, Dr Fan Shengyu, then
working at Fujian Normal University, now at the Australian National University in Canberra.
Dr Fan’s earlier doctoral dissertation at Beijing Normal University had been a detailed

study of two translations of this novel.



The business of producing a parallel text can sometimes be simple. In this case it has
been an extraordinarily difficult and time-consuming task. This is because David, from the
very outset of the lengthy process of translation, was aware of the complex textual history
of the novel. As he translated, he explored with greater and greater interest the many hand-
written transcriptions and early printed editions, which became available in facsimile
editions. He became more and more fascinated by the flaws in the original, and sought ways
to deal with them. He did this not out of any abstract scholarly motive, but because he loved
the novel with a strange passion (he had done so since his early days at Peking University
in the late 1940s). He wished to create for his translation as good an edition as was feasible,
one that would be readable and consistent.

The editor of the present parallel text, in order to give readers a proper Chinese
‘original’, one that matches the English translation, has had to retrace the steps of the
translator, steps which have in many cases not been recorded in any way. David himself
(over the course of some ten years) combed his various editions to come up with the best
possible Chinese version for his purposes. Dr Fan has had to do likewise. Over the past
couple of years I have spent many pleasant hours with him as he has patiently gone over
every chapter, with scrupulous attention to detail. It has been a pleasure because we both
feel a similar devotion to the novel itself, and a similar desire to do justice to a great master
of the art of translation.

In the course of this task, the published Translator’s Notebooks (four of David’s small
notebooks reproduced in facsimile by Lingnan University in Hong Kong) have provided
precious clues. David sometimes made careful notes of his textual explorations. But often
there is no evidence for a choice, and David himself, when I discussed with him some of the
textual variants, was often unable to recall exactly what he had done more than thirty years
earlier. Dr Fan and I have sometimes felt a bit like Sherlock Holmes and Dr Watson, stealth-
ily endeavouring to enter into the mind of the translator, to recreate the ‘scene of the crime’.
‘Why did he do that? There must surely have been a reason... There must have been a text
he was following...” There nearly always was. This new edition presents so far as is possible
the text that David himself established.

David is a rare example in the history of literary translation of a creative translator
who was at the same time a rigorous textual scholar. He put his scholarship totally at the
service of the translation. There were virtually no footnotes. What he wanted more than
anything else was for his reader (Cao Xueqin’s new global public) to be swept away by the
sheer brilliance of the work, to enter into its world of the imagination. In order to achieve
this he explored fully the minutiae of the text. The scholarship became a game. It is some-
what uncanny that Dr Fan and I have been involved in yet another episode in this game, in
the strange unravelling of the text of this magical novel. The first chapter of the original
Chinese presents the reader with a mystifying, spoofing and many-layered mythical expla-

nation of the work’s genesis — a ‘true account of how it came to be written’ (Vol. 1, p. 7),



which is at the same time a magnificent riddle or hoax. Has any novel ever perplexed and
fascinated as this one has? It (i.e. the Stone itself) was, after all, ‘born’ in the mists of the
mythical past, at the foot of Greensickness Peak, in the Incredible Crags of the Great Fable
Mountains (Vol. 1, p.5). Vanitas the wandering Taoist monk, enchanted by the inscription
on the Stone, and somehow convinced of its worth (its ‘main theme’, after all, was love),
copied it all out from beginning to end. He then took it back with him to Jook for a publisher’.
In the final chapter, chapter 120, several thousand pages later, the same crazy Vanitas came
sauntering along once more beneath Greensickness Peak. He noticed that new material had
been added to the inscription, and copied down the ‘finished version’. The original, he
reflected to himself, had been ‘unfinished, the cycle within it was incomplete’ — a coded
reference to the fact that the hand-written transcriptions had ended at chapter 80, and that
Gao E had edited the conclusion (Vol. 5, p. 519). Vanitas then took the copied inscription
down into the world to find a ‘suitable mortal for the task of publication’. Most men were ‘too
preoccupied with their careers, with their day-to-day survival, to have the leisure or inclina-
tion to prattle with a Stone.” But Vanitas eventually found his man, in a hermitage, asleep
(‘from which he deduced him to be a man of leisure’), a man who was indeed able to help him
‘bring this strange affair to a proper conclusion’. This man was Jia Yucun — another of the
‘midwives’ of this tale, whose career has been woven into the entire course of the novel’s
plot. His name broadly speaking means Utter Fiction. Happily, the journey of Vanitas the
copyist and publisher has continued right into the present. First he stumbled on a translator
willing to put aside his worldly concerns in order to transmit Cao’s ‘secret message’ —
David resigned his chair at Oxford in order to translate the Stone. Now Fan Shengyu has
fallen under the novel’s spell. From our first encounter by West Lake in Hangzhou some ten
years ago, he has been drawn into this predestined task. He has been willing to dedicate
many hundreds of hours to prattling with the Stone.

May this new edition bring pleasure to a new generation of readers across the world.
May it help them, in Cao Xueqin’s own words, ‘to recover from sleep or drunkenness’, to
‘escape from business worries or a fit of the dumps’. May they find in it not only ‘mental
refreshment but even perhaps, if they will heed its lesson and abandon their vain and
frivolous pursuits, some small arrest in the deterioration of their vital forces’ (Vol. 1, p. 7).
But above all, as the conclusion of the novel itself warns, may they not be too literal in their
reading: may they never forget that ‘it was all utter nonsense! Author, copyist and reader

were alike in the dark! Just so much ink splashed for fun, a game, a diversion!’ (Vol. 5, p. 521)

JOHN MINFORD
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