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Preface

Ancient Chinese prose constitutes an impor-
tant component part of the splendid ancient
Chinese literature and culture. If the Three Hun-
dred Tang Poems ( F % — H B ) is a must for
lovers of Chinese classic literature,the same cer-
tainly applies to the Treasury of Ancient Chinese
Prose (i U 1E ). Tf Li Bai, Du Fu,Bai Juyi,Su
Shi and other poets are masters of literature
known to every household in China, the same
must be true of Han Yu,Liu Zongyuan,Quyang
Xiu, Su Shi and other prose writers. Many of
them, such as Liu Zongyuan and Su Shi, are
eminent men of letter both for their poetry and
their prose.

Ancient Chinese prose uses as its vehicle
literary language (32 F 3C), in sharp contrast
with the vernacular language ( F1%5 3 as used by
the modern Chinese prose. Although Chinese
characters have in the main remained unchanged
throughout the ages,the styles of the two kinds
of prose are nevertheless totally different. Be-
cause the ancient Chinese prose,in addition to
adhering to the principle of “using writing as a
vehicle of the truth”and making this its ideclogi-
cal and spiritual substance, gives prominence to
its style,including its structure and rhythm etc.
so as to produce an exquisite work of art having

a sort of musical quality which makes it more



attractive to readers. It lays great stress on co-
herence, compactness and terseness as shown in
the proper arrangement of long and short sen-
tences,the use of the least possible words for an
idea,often adorned with antitheses,couplets and
other rhetoric devices to achieve the beauty of
balance and harmony. It is not only the case with
antithetical and rhythmic writings of lyrical and
descriptive nature, narrative and argumentative
essays are also more or less marked by this fea-
ture. Prose writings, such as Sentiments on My
Homecoming and Peach Blossom Source by Tao
Yuanming, Preface to the Lanting Collection by
Wang Xizhi, Memorial to the Emperor Stating
My Case by Li Mi, Memorial to the Em peror Be-
fore the Northern Expedition by Zhuge Liang,
Lament for My Nephew by Han Yu,the Small
Tarn West of the Knoll and the Snake-Catcher
by Liu Zongyuan ,the Sound of Autumn and the
Arbour of the Drunken Graybeard by Ouyang
Xiu, Boating at the Red Clif f by Su Shi, Lament
for My Younger Sister by Yuan Mei etc. have
long been famous writings much liked and often
recited by people since their school days,namely
because of their excellent styles and rich musical
quality as well as their lofty and moving
thoughts and feelings.

Since ancient Chinese prose sets great store
by compactness and terseness, it is often the case

that several words may contain a meaning which



can only be expressed by modern vernacular
Chinese through using a number of words twice
or even several times that of the original. When
translated into English, it is required that the
translation be faithful to the Chinese text in
terms of the expression ol the original feelings
and thoughts as well as the reproduction of the
original style. In this connection, it is necessary
to make due rather than excessive extensions to
bring out the full meaning of the original sen-
tences and paragraphs. And in respect of the
choice of words and the sentence-making, it is
necessary, so far as it is appropriate, to have a
certain degree of elegance to match the original
elegance. Herein lies probably the difficulty of
the English translation of ancient Chinese prose.

Selections of ancient Chinese prose,with the
Treasury of Ancient Chinese Prose as their rep-
resentative, mostly start from the Pre-Qin Era as
well as the Qin and Han dynasties and end. at the
Ming Dynasty ,while concentrating on the Tang
and Song dynasties. Nevertheless, there was no
lack of excellent prose works during the Ming-
Qing Era,which are closer, in some respects, to
the modern times. We have therefore given
greater proportions to this era with regard to the
selection of material.

Included in this selection are 18 articles be-
longing to the Pre-Qin Era as well as the Qin

and Han dynasties, 6 belonging to the Wei, Jin,



Southern and Northern dynasties, 33 belonging
1o the Tang and Song dynasties, 43 belonging to
the Ming and Qing dynasties, or, according to
subject matter. 21 argumentative writings, 13
lyrical writings, 17 descriptive writings, 13 bi-
ographical writings, 14 historical and narrative
writings, 8 miscellaneous writings.and 14 fables
and sketches. Noteworthy is the fact that ancient
Chinese essays are in many cases characterized
by the combination of description or narration
with discussion, as dictated by the principle of
using writing as a vehicle of the truth. A Trip to
Baochan Mountain by Wang Anshi is a case in
point ,where the trip is used to introduce a topic
of discussion. Take another example, Boating at
the Red CLiff by Su Shi,though very lyrical in
nature, ends in the author’s setting forth his
philosophical views on life. Similar instances are
invariably found in a great many other writings,
such as Preface to the Lanting Collection by
Wang Xizhi and Yueyang DPavilion by Fan
Zhongyan and other essays. Therefore, the clas-
sification of writings according to subject matter
cannot be done categorically under certain cir-
cumstances.

The selection of material aims at giving a
general survey ,within the framework of 100 ar-
ticles, of the Chinese prose throughout the ages
as comprehensibly as possible, with emphasis laid

on the thoughts, feelings and the spiritual per-



spective of the writings, and attention paid to
their readability in terms of the amount of
knowledge and interest they contain. Therefore,
apart from a number of masterpieces which have
become monuments in Chinese literature, we
have also selected articles which can reflect the
philosophical , political ,economic and legal think-
ing of the ancient Chinese people in addition to
ancient Chinese history, culture, arts (painting,
sculpture, performance) ,as well as portrayals of
personages, fables and sketches. As for the last
period of the Qing Dynasty,we have,in connec-
tion with the reform and the trend of learning
from the west at that time,selected Qi Paintings
in Paris by Xue Fucheng and Brighton by Li
Shuchang. Meanwhile, we have selected Feng
Wanzhen by Xu Ke,in order to give the readers
some idea of the Chinese people’s patriotic spirit
in resisting foreign aggression. Incidentally, we
have selected the treatise On Water Conservancy
in Mid-South China by Wei Yuan, the patriotic
reformist precursor who lived at the end of the
Qing Dynasty, as an example of journalistic
writing.

It is to be noted that the great majority of
the writings included in this book have been in-
corporated in many prose selections available to
the reading public,and consequently there is no
problem of their lack of popularity. However,

since much importance has been attached to



readability , the included 100 articles are not nec-
essarily the most representative,or from certain
point of view,the most deserving of being select-
ed.

This article does not intend to dwell on the
theory and skill of English translation of ancient
Chinese prose. However, since fidelity, fluency
and elegance are the common criteria for transla-
tion, whereas elegance is most characteristic of
ancient Chinese prose,it is therefore of particular
significance to a translator, who must in the
same time give due consideration to fidelity and
fluency. Nevertheless, being limited by his
scholastic standard, the translator of this book
can hardly expect to bring out the elegance of
the original writings. As for possible errors and
shortcomings, it is hoped that the readers will

not stint their criticisms.
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