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A Note on the Selections and Some Words of Thanks

Preface: The Poem Behind the Poem:
Literary Translation as English-Language Poetry
BY TONY BARNSTONE

Introduction to Chinese Poetic Form
(as a Function of Yin-Yang Symmetry)
BY CHOU PING

ZHOU DYNASTY (1122–256 BCE)

    BOOK OF SONGS (C. 600 BCE)

    White Moonrise

    Fruit Plummets from the Plum Tree

    Serene Girl

    In the Wilds Is a Dead River-Deer

    All the Grasslands Are Yellow

    Ripe Millet

    I Beg You, Zhongzi

    When the Gourd Has Dried Leaves

    LAOZI (FOURTH-THIRD CENTURIES BCE)

    from the Dao De Jing

    VERSES OF CHU (THIRD CENTURY BCE)

    from Encountering Sorrow

HAN DYNASTY (206 BCE-220 CE)

    NINETEEN ANCIENT POEMS

    1. “Traveling traveling and still traveling traveling”

    2. “Green so green is the river grass”

    3. “Green so green are the cypress over the burial mounds”

    4. “At today's great banquet”

    5. “A tall tower in the northwest”

    6. “I cross the river to pick lotus flowers”

    7. “Clear moon pours bright light at night”

    8. “Soft and frail is a solitary bamboo”

    9. “There is a wonderful tree in the courtyard”

    10. “Far and far is the Cowherd Star”

    11. “I turn my carriage around to return”

    12. “The east wall is tall and long”

    13. “I drive my wagon to the east gate”

    14. “Day by day the dead are receding”

    15. “Man dies within a hundred years”

    16. “Chilly, chilly, the year-end clouds darken”

    17. “A cold current in early winter”

    18. “A traveler came from afar”

    19. “Pure and white bright moon”

    JIA YI (200–168 BCE)

    The Owl

    LIU XIJUN (LATE SECOND CENTURY BCE)

    Lament

    ANONYMOUS FOLK SONGS FROM THE MUSIC BUREAU
(c. 120 bce)

    The East Gate

    A Sad Tune

    He Waters His Horse Near a Breach in the Long Wall

    At Fifteen I Went to War

    An Ancient Poem Written for the Wife of Jiao Zhongqing

SIX DYNASTIES PERIOD (220–589)

    CAO CAO (155–220)

    Watching the Blue Ocean

    Song of Bitter Cold

    RUAN JI (210–263)

    from Chanting My Thoughts

    FU XUAN (217–278)

    To Be a Woman

    ZI YE (THIRD-FOURTH CENTURIES)

    Three Songs

    Four Seasons Song: Spring

    Four Seasons Song: Autumn

    LU JI (261–303)

    from The Art of Writing

    Preface

    1. The Impulse

    2. Meditation

    3. Process

    4. The Joy of Words

    9. The Riding Crop

    10. Making It New

    11. Ordinary and Sublime

    18. The Well-Wrought Urn

    19. Inspiration

    20. Writer's Block

    21. The Power of a Poem

    PAN YUE (247–300)

    In Memory of My Dead Wife

    TAO QIAN (C. 365–427)

    Return to My Country Home

    Begging for Food

    I Stop Drinking

    Drinking Alone When It Rains Day After Day

    Scolding My Kids

    Fire in the Sixth Month in 408 ce

    from Twenty Poems on Drinking Wine

    Elegies

    SU XIAOXIAO (LATE FIFTH CENTURY)

    Emotions on Being Apart

    The Song of the West Tomb

    To the Tune of “Butterflies Adore Flowers”

    BAO ZHAO (C. 414–466)

    from Variations on “The Weary Road”

    On the Departure of Official Fu

    BAO LINGHUI (FL. C. 464)

    Sending a Book to a Traveler After Making
an Inscription

    PRINCESS CHEN LECHANG (SIXTH CENTURY)

    Letting My Feelings Go at the Farewell Banquet

TANG DYNASTY (618–907)

    WANG BO (649–676)

    On the Wind

    HE ZHIZHANG (659–744)

    Willow

    ZHANG RUOXU (C. 660-C. 720)

    Spring, River, and Flowers on a Moonlit Night

    MENG HAORAN (689–740)

    Parting from Wang Wei

    Spring Dawn

    Spending the Night on Jiande River

    WANG CHANGLING (C. 690-C. 756)

    Song from the Borders

    WANG WAN (693–751)

    Stopping at Beigu Mountain

    WANG WEI (701–761)

    Watching the Hunt

    Walking into the Liang Countryside

    A Young Lady's Spring Thoughts

    For Someone Far Away

    Climbing the City Tower North of the River

    Deep South Mountain

    Living in the Mountain on an Autumn Night

    Drifting on the Lake

    Cooling Off

    Return to Wang River

    Written on a Rainy Autumn Night After Pei Di's Visit

    To Pei Di, While We Are Living Lazily at Wang River

    Birds Sing in the Ravine

    Sketching Things

    from The Wang River Sequence

    Preface

    1. Deer Park

    2. House Hidden in the Bamboo Grove

    3. Luan Family Rapids

    4. White Pebble Shoal

    5. Lakeside Pavilion

    6. Magnolia Basin

    Things in a Spring Garden

    Answering the Poem Su Left in My Blue Field Mountain
Country House, on Visiting and Finding Me
Not Home

    About Old Age, in Answer to a Poem by Subprefect
Zhang

    To My Cousin Qiu, Military Supply Official

    On Being Demoted and Sent Away to Qizhou

    For Zhang, Exiled in Jingzhou, Once Adviser
to the Emperor

    Seeing Off Prefect Ji Mu as He Leaves Office and Goes East
of the River

    Winter Night, Writing About My Emotion

    Seeing Zu Off at Qizhou

    A White Turtle Under a Waterfall

    Song of Peach Tree Spring

    Sitting Alone on an Autumn Night

    Green Creek

    Visiting the Mountain Courtyard of the Distinguished Monk
Tanxing at Enlightenment Monastery

    Questioning a Dream

    Weeping for Ying Yao

    Suffering from Heat

    LI BAI (701–762)

    A Song of Zhanggan Village

    Grievance at the Jade Stairs

    Seeing a Friend Off at Jingmen Ferry

    Watching the Waterfall at Lu Mountain

    Hearing a Flute on a Spring Night in Luoyang

    River Song

    I Listen to Jun, a Monk from Shu, Play His Lute

    Seeing a Friend Off

    Drinking Alone by Moonlight

    Seeing Meng Haoran Off to Guangling at the
Yellow Crane Tower

    Saying Good-bye to Song Zhiti

    Song

    In Memory of He Zhizhang

    Confessional

    Zazen on Jingting Mountain

    Questioning in the Mountains

    Missing the East Mountains

    Having a Good Time by Myself

    Drinking Wine with the Hermit in the Mountains

    Sent Far Off

    Inscription for Summit Temple

    Summer Day in the Mountains

    Brooding in the Still Night

    Singing by Green Water in Autumn

    Drunk All Day

    Song on Bringing in the Wine

    On My Way Down Zhongnan Mountain I Passed by Hermit
Fusi's Place and He Treated Me to Wine While I Spent
the Night There

    Song of the North Wind

    War South of the Great Wall

    Hunting Song

    CHU GUANGXI (707-C. 760)

    from Jiangnan Melodies

    DU FU (712–770)

    Facing Snow

    Gazing in Springtime

    Ballad of the War Wagons

    Moonlit Night

    Thinking of My Brothers on a Moonlit Night

    Broken Lines

    Thoughts While Night Traveling

    A Hundred Worries

    Standing Alone

    To Wei Ba

    Dreaming of Li Bai

    A Painted Falcon

    New Moon

    Spring Night Happy About Rain

    Brimming Water

    River Village

    Looking at Mount Tai

    Jiang Village

    Jade Flower Palace

    Newlyweds' Departure

    Old Couple's Departure

    A Homeless Man's Departure

    Song of a Thatched Hut Damaged in Autumn Wind

    The Song of a Roped Chicken

    Poem to Officer Fang's Foreign Horse

    Qu River

    Leaving in My Boat

    Guest's Arrival: Happy About County
Governor Cui's Visit

    A Lone Goose

    A Traveler's Night

    from Five Poems About Historical Sites

    On Yueyang Tower

    Climbing High

    Traveler's Pavilion

    LIU CHANGQING (C. 710-C. 787)

    Spending the Night at Hibiscus Mountain
When It Was Snowing

    To Official Fei on His Demotion to State Ji

    JIAO RAN (730–799)

    On Lu Jianhong's Absence During My Visit to Him

    MENG JIAO (751–814)

    Complaints

    Song of the Homebound Letter

    Statement of Feelings in a Shabby Residence on an Autumn Evening

    Visiting Zhongnan Mountain

    Frustration

    Borrowing a Wagon

    After Passing the Highest Imperial Examinations

    LADY LIU (MID-EIGHTH CENTURY)

    To the Tune of “Yangliuzhi”

    ZHANG JI (MID-EIGHTH CENTURY)

    Moored by the Maple Bridge at Night

    HAN YU (768–824)

    Mountain Rocks

    Losing My Teeth

    Listening to Yinshi Play His Instrument

    Poem to Commander Zhang at the Meeting of the Bian and Si Rivers

    XUE TAO (768–831)

    Seeing a Friend Off

    Sending Old Poems to Yuan Zhen

    A Spring in Autumn

    Spring Gazing

    Willow Catkins

    Hearing Cicadas

    Moon

    LIU YUXI (772–842)

    Mooring at Niuzhu at Dusk

    Bamboo Branch Song

    Black-Uniform Lane

    Looking at Dongting Lake

    BAI JUYI (772–846)

    Assignment Under the Title “Departure at Ancient Grass Field”

    Night Rain

    Song of an Evening River

    Lament for Peony Flowers

    Buying Flowers

    Light Fur and Fat Horses

    Watching the Reapers

    The Old Charcoal Seller

    Song of Everlasting Sorrow

    Song of the Lute

    Seeing Yuan Zhen's Poem on the Wall at Blue Bridge Inn

    On Laziness

    On Laozi

    Madly Singing in the Mountains

    After Getting Drunk, Becoming Sober in the Night

    Resignation

    On His Baldness

    Old Age

    Since I Lay Ill

    A Dream of Mountaineering

    LIU ZONGYUAN (773–819)

    River Snow

    Poem to Relatives and Friends in the Capital After Looking at Mountains with Monk Hao Chu

    Summer Day

    Fisherman

    The Caged Eagle

    ZHANG JI (C. 776-C. 829)

    A Soldier's Wife Complains

    Song of a Virtuous Woman

    Arriving at a Fisherman's House at Night

    WU KE (EIGHTH-NINTH CENTURIES)

    To Cousin Jia Dao in Autumn

    JIA DAO (778–841)

    Looking for the Hermit and Not Finding Him

    YUAN ZHEN (779–831)

    When Told Bai Juyi Was Demoted and Sent to Jiangzhou

    Late Spring

    Petals Falling in the River

    from Missing Her After Separation

    LIU CAICHUN (LATE EIGHTH-EARLY NINTH CENTURIES)

    Song of Luogen

    LI HE (791–817)

    from Twenty-three Horse Poems

    Shown to My Younger Brother

    from Speaking My Emotions

    Flying Light

    from Thirteen South Garden Poems

    Su Xiaoxiao's Tomb

    Song of Goose Gate Governor

    Under the City Wall at Pingcheng

    Song of an Old Man's Jade Rush

    A Piece for Magic Strings

    An Arrowhead from the Ancient Battlefield of Changping

    A Sky Dream

    HAN SHAN (LATE EIGHTH-EARLY NINTH CENTURIES)

    5. “My heart is the autumn moon”

    72. “Pigs eat dead men's flesh”

    87. “Greedy men love to store wealth”

    92. “Heaven is endlessly high”

    100. “The life and death metaphor”

    125. “New rice not yet ripe in the field”

    128. “An elegant, poised, and handsome young man”

    131. “During thirty years since my birth”

    140. “When Mr. Deng was in his youth”

    141. “Who was this young man?”

    146. “My way passed ancient tombs”

    158. “There's a tree that existed before the woods”

    165. “In idleness I go to visit a prominent monk”

    194. “A crowd of stars lines up bright in the deep night”

    204. “I gaze on myself in the stream's emerald flow”

    210. “Talking about food won't fill your stomach”

    218. “When people meet Han Shan”

    225. “The ocean stretches endlessly”

    237. “This life is lost in dust”

    262. “In this world people live then die”

    265. “The hermit escapes the human world”

    266. “A word to meat eaters”

    307. “Keep Han Shan's poems in your home”

    DU QIUNIANG (EARLY NINTH CENTURY)

    The Coat of Gold Brocade

    DU MU (803–852)

    Written While Moored on the Qinhuai River

    Two Poems Improvised at Qi An County

    On Purebright Day

    The Han River

    Visiting Leyou Park

    WEN TINGYUN (812–870)

    from To the Tune of “The Water Clock Sings at Night”

    To the Tune of “Dreaming of the South Side
of the River”

    To the Tune of “Beautiful Barbarian”

    LI SHANGYIN (813–858)

    The Patterned Zither

    Visiting Leyou Park

    Untitled

    Poem Sent as a Letter to the North on a Rainy Night

    WEI ZHUANG (836–910)

    To the Tune of “Silk-Washing Brook”

    To the Tune of “The River City”

    To the Tune of “Missing the Emperor's Hometown”

    To the Tune of “Daoist Priestess”

    SIKONG TU (837–908)

    from The Twenty-four Styles of Poetry The Placid Style

    The Potent Style

    The Natural Style

    The Implicit Style

    The Carefree and Wild Style

    The Bighearted and Expansive Style The Flowing Style

    YU XUANJI (C. 843–868)

    Visiting Chongzhen Temple's South Tower and Looking Where
the Names of Candidates Who Pass the Civil Service
Exam Are Posted

    To Zian: Missing You at Jianling

    A Farewell

    Sent in an Orchid Fragrance Letter

    Autumn Complaints

    QI JI (861–935)

    Looking at the Zhurong Peak in a Boat at Twilight

    LI JING (916–961)

    To the Tune of “Silk-Washing Brook”

    To the Tune of “Silk-Washing Brook”

    MADAM HUARUI (FL. C. 935)

    On the Fall of the Kingdom, to the Tune of “Mulberry-Picking Song”

    LI YU (936–978)

    To the Tune of “A Bushel of Pearls”

    To the Tune of “Bodhisattva Barbarian”

    To the Tune of “Clear and Even Music”

    To the Tune of “Lost Battle”

    To the Tune of “Beauty Yu”

    To the Tune of “Crows Cry at Night”

    To the Tune of “Crows Cry at Night”

SONG DYNASTY (960–1279)

    ANONYMOUS FEMALE POET (UNCERTAIN DATES)

    Drunk Man

    SUN DAOXUAN (UNCERTAIN DATES)

    To the Tune of “As in a Dream”

    To the Tune of “Longing for Qin e”

    LIU YONG (987–1053)

    To the Tune of “Phoenix Perched on the Parasol Tree”

    To the Tune of “Rain Hits a Bell”

    To the Tune of “New Chrysanthemum Flowers”

    To the Tune of “Poluomen Song”

    FAN ZHONGYAN (989–1052)

    To the Tune of “Sumu Veil”

    To the Tune of “Imperial Avenue Procession”

    MEI YAOCHEN (1002–1060)

    Plum Rain

    On the Death of a Newborn Child

    Sorrow 239 A Small Village

    Reply to Caishu's “Ancient Temple by a River”

    The Potter

    OUYANG XIU (1007–1072)

    About Myself

    To the Tune of “Spring in the Tower of Jade”

    The Lamp-wick's Ashes, Blossoms Droop,
the Moon Like Frost

    To the Tune of “Spring in the Tower of Jade”

    Painting Eyebrows, to the Tune of “Pouring Out Deep
Emotions”

    Walking Back in Moonlight from Bohdi Trees to the
Guanghua Temple

    Encouraging Myself

    To the Tune of “Butterflies Adore Flowers”

    To the Tune of “Mulberry-Picking Song”

    Poem in the Jueju Form

    WANG ANSHI (1021–1086)

    Plums Blossoms

    Late Spring, a Poem Improvised at Banshan

    SU SHI (SU DONGPO) (1036–1101)

    Written on the North Tower Wall After Snow

    Written While Living at Dinghui Temple in Huangzhou,
to the Tune of “Divination Song”

    Written in Response to Ziyou's Poem About Days in Mianchi

    Boating at Night on West Lake

    Brushed on the Wall of Xilin Temple

    from Rain on the Festival of Cold Food

    Because of a Typhoon I Stayed at Gold Mountain for Two Days

    To the Tune of “Song of the River Town,” a Record of a Dream on the Night of the First Month, Twentieth Day, in the Eighth Year of the Xining Period (1705)

    To the Tune of “Prelude to the Water Song” 251 To the Tune of “Butterflies Adore Flowers”

    Recalling the Past at the Red Cliffs, to the Tune of “Charms of Niannu”

    Returning to Lingao at Night, to the Tune of “Immortal by the River”

    QIN GUAN (1049–1100)

    To the Tune of “Magpie Bridge Immortal”

    MADAM WEI (FL. C. 1050)

    To the Tune of “Bodhisattva Barbarian”

    To the Tune of “Bodhisattva Barbarian”

    To the Tune of “Attached to Her Skirt”

    NIE SHENQIONG (UNCERTAIN DATES)

    To the Tune of “Partridge Sky”

    ANONYMOUS (“the girl who took the gold cup”)
(early twelfth century)

    To the Tune of “Partridge Sky”

    ZHOU BANGYAN (1056–1121)

    To the Tune of “Rambling Young Man”

    To the Tune of “Butterflies Adore Flowers”

    Willows, to the Tune of “King of Lanling”

    ZHU SHUZHEN (1063–1106)

    To the Tune of “Mountain Hawthorn”

    To the Tune of “Mountain Hawthorn”

    To the Tune of “Washing Creek Sands”

    Spring Complaint, to the Tune of “Magnolia Blossoms”

    The Song of A-na

    ZHU XIZHEN (UNCERTAIN DATES)

    from Fisherman, to the Tune of “A Happy Event Draws Near”

    LI QINGZHAO (1084-C. 1151)

    To the Tune of “Intoxicated in the Shade of Flowers”

    To the Tune of “One Blossoming Sprig of Plum”

    To the Tune of “Spring at Wu Ling”

    To the Tune of “Silk-Washing Brook”

    To the Tune of “Dream Song”

    To the Tune of “Immortal by the River”

    To the Tune of “Lone Wild Goose”

    To the Tune of “The Fisherman's Song”

    To the Tune of “Butterflies Adore Blossoms”

    LU YOU (1125–1210)

    On the Fourth Day of the Eleventh Month During a Windy Rainstorm

    Record of Dream, Sent to Shi Bohun, to the Tune of “Night Roaming in the Palace”

    Thinking of Going Outside on a Rainy Day

    To the Tune of “Phoenix Hairpin”

    The Sheng Garden

    To My Sons

    TANG WAN (UNCERTAIN DATES)

    Tang Wan's Reply, to the Tune of “Phoenix Hairpin”

    YANG WANLI (1127–1206)

    Cold Sparrows

    XIN QIJI (1140–1207)

    Written on a Wall in the Boshan Temple, to the Tune of “Ugly Servant”

    The Night of the Lantern Festival, to the Tune of “Green Jade Table”

    Village Life, to the Tune of “Clear Peaceful Happiness”

    JIANG KUI (1155–1221)

    Preface to “Hidden Fragrance” and “Sparse Shadows”

    Hidden Fragrance

    Sparse Shadows

    YAN RUI (FL. C. 1160)

    To the Tune of “Song of Divination”

    YUAN HAOWEN (1190–1257)

    Living in the Mountains

    Dreaming of Home

    from In May of 1233, I Ferried Across to the North

    WU WENYING (C. 1200-C. 1260)

    Departure, to the Tune of “The Song of Tangduo”

    To the Tune of “Washing Creek Sands”

    To the Tune of “Prelude to Oriole Song”

    LIU YIN (1249–1293)

    Reading History

    Mountain Cottage

YUAN DYNASTY (1280–1367)

    ZHENG YUNNIANG (UNCERTAIN DATES)

    The Song of Shoes

    To the Tune of “West River Moon”

    ZHAO MENGFU (1254–1322)

    Guilt at Leaving the Hermit's Life

    Poem in the Jeju Form

    MA ZHIYUAN (C. 1260–1334)

    To the Tune of “Thinking About Nature”

    Autumn Thoughts, to the Tune of “Sky-Clear Sand”

    Autumn Thoughts, to the Tune of “Sailing at Night”

    GUAN DAOSHENG (1262–1319)

    Love Poem

    Fisherman's Song

    JIE XISI (1274–1344)

    Written on a Cold Night

    Fishing Folk

    A Portrait of Ducks

    SA DUCI (C. 1300-C. 1355)

    from Shangjing Instant Poems

    Autumn Day by a Pond

    To a Zheng Player

MING DYNASTY (1368–1644)

    ZHANG YU (1333–1385)

    Song of the Relay Boats

    GAO QI (1336–1374)

    Where Is My Sorrow From?

    Passing by a Mountain Cottage

    Lying Idle While It Rains

    SHEN ZHOU (1427–1509)

    Inscription for a Painting

    Thoughts Sent to a Monk

    ZHU YUNMING (1461–1527)

    Taking a Nap by a Mountain Window

    TANG YIN (1470–1524)

    In Reply to Shen Zhou's Poems on Falling Petals

    Boating on Tai Lake

    Thoughts

    XU ZHENQING (1479–1511)

    Written at Wuchang

    YANG SHEN (1488–1599)

    On Spring

    WANG SHIZHEN (1526–1590)

    Saying Good-bye to My Young Brother

    Climbing Up the Taibai Tower

    GAO PANLONG (1562–1626)

    Idle in Summer

    XIE ZHAOZHE (1567–1624)

    Spring Complaints

    YUAN HONGDAO (1568–1610)

    At Hengtang Ferry

    ANONYMOUS EROTIC POETRY, COLLECTED BY FENG MENGLONG (1574–1646)

    Untitled

    A Dragging Cotton Skirt

    Clever

    Lantern

    The Bento Box

    Shooting Star

    The Boat

    A Boat Trip

    A Nun in Her Orchid Chamber Solitude Feels Lust Like a Monster

    We're Only Happy About Tonight

    ZHANG DAI (1597–1684)

    from Ten Scenes of the West Lake: Broken Bridge in Melting Snow

QING DYNASTY (1644–1911)

    JI YINHUAI (SEVENTEENTH CENTURY)

    Improvised Scene Poem

    WANG WEI (C. 1600-C. 1647)

    To the Tune of “Drunk in the Spring Wind”

    FENG BAN (1602–1671)

    A Poem in Jest

    WU WEIYE (1609–1672)

    On Meeting an Old Flame, to the Tune of “Immortal by the River”

    HUANG ZONGXI (1610–1695)

    A Stray Poem Written While Living in the Mountains

    QIAN CHENGZHI (1612–1693)

    A Stray Poem Written in the Fields

    NALANXINDE (1654–1685)

    To the Tune of “Endless Longing”

    To the Tune of “Washing Creek Sands”

    To the Tune of “Bodhisattva Barbarian”

    To the Tune of “Mulberry-Picking Song”

    WANG JIULING (D. 1710)

    Inscription for an Inn

    ZHENG XIE (1693–1765)

    On Painting Bamboo for Governor Bao in My Office in Wei County

    Homecoming Song

    YUAN MEI (1716–1798)

    from Improvisations

    A Scene

    On the Twelfth Day of the Second Month

    An Improvisation

    Meeting a Visitor

    Sitting Still

    Inscription for a Painting

    A Poem Sent to Fish Gate

    from Twenty-two Miscellaneous Poems on the Lake

    Temple in the Wild

    Mocking Myself for Planting Trees

    JIANG SHIQUAN (1725–1785)

    A Comment on Wang Shigu's Painting Portfolio

    ZHAO YI (1727–1814)

    from Reading at Leisure

    In a Boat 340 On Poetry

    from Poem Composed While Living at Houyuan Garden

    WU ZAO (1799–1863)

    To the Tune of “Song of Flirtation”

    To the Tune of “Beautiful Lady Yu”

    Feelings Recollected on Returning from Fahua Mountain
on a Wintry Day, to the Tune of “Waves Scour
the Sands”

    To the Tune of “A Song of the Cave Immortals”

    To the Tune of “Clear and Even Music”

    To the Tune of “Washing Creek Sands”

    QIU JIN (1879–1907)

    A Poem Written at Mr. Ishii's Request and Using the Same
Rhymes as His Poem

    Letter to Xu Jichen

    SU MANSHU (THE HALF MONK) (1884–1918)

    from Ten Narrative Poems

    To the Zither Player
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A Note on the Selections and Some Words of Thanks

Unless otherwise noted, the selections in this anthology have been cotranslated by Tony Barnstone and Chou Ping.

IN THIS ANTHOLOGY WE HAVE ATTEMPTED TO BRING TOGETHER into one volume the essence of Chinese poetry. The selection begins with the Book of Songs (the ancient anthology of folk songs supposedly collected by Confucius himself) and culminates in the political and experimental poetry of contemporary Chinese poets, many of whom are in political exile in the diaspora that followed the Tiananmen Square massacre of 1989. We have sought to represent in fine translation the well-established canon of great Chinese poems, and to deviate from that canon in ways we found interesting. Here you will find many of the familiar classical gems, popular favorites, and anthology pieces, and yet we have chosen to cut out old touchstones that don't fare well in translation in favor of including poems that read in English as poems in and of themselves. We have also attempted to adjust the canon, here and there, to shine a spotlight on fine poets whose work is often overlooked, and especially to make room for the poems of Chinese women. In the classical Chinese anthologies, the voices of women were largely ignored. Relegated to a few pages at the end of the volumes, they have survived the ravages of the centuries at significantly lower rates than those of men. The work of many of the finest Chinese women poets has been lost entirely. Those we know are represented by only a few poems or a few dozen poems, if we are lucky (while for many male poets, hundreds or even thousands of poems survive). Perhaps one could argue that we are skewing the canon by including a fifth of the fifty extant poems of the great woman poet

Li Qingzhao, while including only one thousandth of the poems of Lu You, who wrote more than ten thousand poems. However, our goal is not to be merely representative in this anthology. We have chosen to swell the selections of poets whose work we particularly admire (Tao Qian, Wang Wei, Li Bai, Du Fu, Bai Juyi, Han Shan, Su Shi, Mao Zedong, Bei Dao, and others) so that the reader can truly come to know their work. We consider such larger selections to be “pillars” that support the book, little books or chapbooks within the larger book that show the range and development and depth of the finest poets of this extraordinary tradition.

To aid the general reader (as well as students and scholars of Chinese) in navigating such a large selection of work by so many poets, we have provided an author index with both Pinyin and Wade-Giles transliterations of the authors' Chinese names. To help give readers the context necessary to ground their reading of this selection from three millennia of Chinese poetry, we have outfitted the book with an essay on the key issues that confront the English-language translator of classical and contemporary Chinese poetry, a short history of the development of Chinese literary forms, and introductions to each major historical period.

I would like to thank the poet and novelist Ha Jin for generously putting us in touch with Anchor Books and helping this project find a home. I would also like to thank our editor, LuAnn Walther, and John Siciliano at Anchor Books, for their patience with the book's slow development and for making the project possible. Although the majority of the selections in the volume have been team-translated by Chou Ping and myself, I supplemented our translations with exceptional examples by my father, Willis Barnstone, and by other poet-scholar-translators of Chinese, among them Arthur Waley, Sam Hamill, Kenneth Rexroth, David Hinton, Xu Haixin, Eliot Weinberger, Newton Liu, Ko Ching-p'o, Burton Watson, Michelle Yeh, Arthur Sze, Gregory B. Lee, John Cayley, A. C. Graham, J. P. Seaton, John Rosenwald, Mabel Lee, Sun Chu-chin, Bonnie S. McDougall, Chen Maiping, James A. Wilson, and Ho Yung. They have played an extraordinary role in carrying Chinese poetic genius across oceans and centuries and transplanting it in American soil, and I would like to thank them for allowing me to reprint their translations here. Finally, I would like to thank my coeditor and primary cotranslator for his good humor and insight, which have made it a pleasure to work with him on this and other projects since we first met in my small apartment in Beijing in the winter of 1984.

—TONY BARNSTONE





Preface
The Poem Behind the Poem: Literary Translation as English-Language Poetry

I ORIGINALLY CAME TO CHINESE POETRY AS AN AMERICAN poet learning how to make the image. Like many other American poets, I was led to China by my interest in Ezra Pound, William Carlos Williams, and other modernist poets who developed and modified their craft in conversation with the Chinese tradition. I came to China, in other words, to learn how to write poetry in English. This is also how I came to translation: as a way of extending the possibilities of poetry written in English. I wanted to learn from the Chinese how to write better poems in English, and to learn from the English-language tradition how to translate better from the Chinese. A translation, after all, is the child of parent authors from different cultures, and however assiduously the translator attempts to remove his or her name from the family tree, the genetic traces will be found in the offspring. What the translator brings to the equation can never be reduced to zero. Translators bring their linguistic patterns, cultural predispositions, and aesthetic biases to the creative act. They don't merely hold up a mirror to something old but give the original text new life in a strange environment. Even a perfectly translated poem—one in which every word is turned magically into its doppelgänger and in which form, sound, and rhetoric are retained—is still a product of misprision, and the translator does not so much create a text in the new language equal to the old one as a text that strives to be equivalent to the original.

This is particularly true of translators of Chinese poetry. From a set of monosyllabic, largely pictographic characters calligraphed perhaps on a Chinese painting, fan, or scroll, the poem proceeds through a hall of mirrors, reappearing on the other side of time, culture, and speech as a few bytes of memory laser-etched on a white page in the polysyllabic, phonetic language of the English-language translator. The effect is that of moving from the iconic, graphics-based Macintosh operating system to the text-based DOS system. It is very difficult to make the systems compatible because the conceptual paradigms that underlie them are so radically different. We can create a neutral language that will transfer information between the two systems, but small things will change: the formatting will go awry, certain special characters will disappear if their correspondents are not found, and attached files—such as graphics and footnotes, which modify our sense of the text—may become separated or lost. Raw information will be preserved, but the aesthetic unity, the gestalt of the poem, will be lost in the translation. Literary translation is more than anything an attempt to translate that gestalt, which a machine is not sensitive enough to detect, much less reconstruct.

Those who discount the creative element in translation believe that translations should consist of word-for-word cribs in which syntax, grammar, and form are all maintained, and in which the translator is merely a facilitator who allows the original poem to speak for itself in a new language. Poetry, however, can't be made to sing through a mathematics that doesn't factor in the creativity of the translator. The literary translator is like the musician who catalyzes the otherwise inert score that embodies Mozart's genius. In that act, musician and composer become a creative team. However, it won't necessarily be good music just because the musician can keep time and scratch out the correct notes in the correct order. Musical skill inevitably enters into the equation. Fidelity comes from a musician's deeper understanding of the music. As John Frederick Nims says, “The worst infidelity is to pass off a bad poem in one language as a good poem in another.”

From the early metrical and end-rhymed translations of Herbert Giles to the so-called free-verse translations of Ezra Pound, Arthur Waley, and Kenneth Rexroth, Chinese poems have been reinvented in English. The Chinese poem in English is like a stolen car sent to a chop shop to be stripped, disassembled, fitted with other parts, and presented to the consumer public with a new coat of paint. But despite its glossy exterior, it's a Chinese engine that makes it run, and fragments of the poem's old identity can be glimpsed in its lines, the purr of its engine, the serial number, which we may still be able to read. In these thoughts on translation, I wish to discuss ways I've found of negotiating between Chinese and English-language poetic paradigms, and to touch on the aspects of English that have proved compatible with the Chinese poem, which has been a part of Western poetic traffic since the early years of modernism.

Daoist philosopher Zhuangzi says, “The fish trap exists because of the fish; once you've gotten the fish you can forget the trap…. Words exist because of meaning; once you've gotten the meaning, you can forget the words. Where can I find a man who has forgotten words so I can have a word with him?” Words are the net we cast upon the waters in search of knowledge, meaning, enlightenment. Ultimately, though, the fish has to come to us of its own volition (Native American hunters believe that when the hunter is in harmony with nature, the animal comes to him and sacrifices itself). In his poem “The Placid Style,” Sikong Tu, a famous ninth-century poet whose “The Twenty-four Styles of Poetry” is a Daoist treatise on how to write poems, speaks of the need to find poetic inspiration through lack of effort: “You meet this style by not trying deeply;/it thins to nothing if you approach.” There is always something ephemeral about the knowledge behind a poem, about the inspiration that creates it—or that creates a translation. To find a poem in translation we need to discover what I call “the poem behind the poem.” Sometimes we can't find it just by looking; we also have to see. Sometimes we can't find it by trying; it comes to us while we're doing something else.

Let's take as an example the following poem, “River Snow” by Liu Zongyuan—translated by Chou Ping and me. But before discussing it, let's take a moment to read it out loud, slowly. Empty our minds. Visualize each word.


A thousand mountains. Flying birds vanish.

Ten thousand paths. Human traces erased.

One boat, bamboo hat, bark cape—an old man

alone, angling in the cold river. Snow.



“River Snow” is considered a prime example of minimum words/maximum message and has been the subject of numerous landscape paintings. It is terrifically imagistic: the twenty Chinese characters of the poem create a whole landscape, sketch an intimate scene, and suggest a chill, ineffable solitude. To get this poem across in translation, we strove to reproduce the sequential way the characters unfold in the reader's mind. The syntax is particularly important because it is perfectly constructed. We walk into this poem as if walking into a building, and the spaces that open up around us and the forms that revise themselves at each step unfold according to the architect's master plan.

The first two lines create a fine parallelism: birds passing through the sky leave no trace, just as human traces are effaced in the mountain paths. It makes me think of the Old English kenning for the sea: “whale path.” Here the sky is a bird path. In the second line, it's clear that the snow is the active agent in erasing humanity from the natural scene, yet snow is never mentioned. After the last trace of humanity disappears with the word “erased,” a human presence is rebuilt in this landscape, character by character, trace by trace: “One boat, bamboo hat, bark cape” and—the sum of these clues— “an old man.” These first two lines sketch a painterly scene: the vast emptiness of the sky above and the snowy solitude of the landscape below have the same effect on the reader as a glance at a Chinese landscape painting. And then the tiny strokes that create a man in the third line direct our imagination deeper into the poem, as if we had discovered a tiny fisherman's figure on the scroll. The next line tells us what the old man is doing. He is alone and fishing in the cold river. The Chinese word for fishing is “hooking,” so we used “angling” for its specific meaning of “fishing with a hook.” We see the man fishing the river, almost fishing for the river. Silence. We take in the last character, which sums up the entire poem: “Snow.”

Snow is the white page on which the old man is marked, through which an ink river flows. Snow is the mind of the reader, on which these pristine signs are registered, only to be covered with more snow and erased. The old man fishing is the reader meditating on this quiet scene like a saint searching himself for some sign of a soul. The birds that are absent, the human world that is erased, suggest the incredible solitude of a meditating mind, and the clean, cold, quiet landscape in which the man plies his hook is a mind-scape as well. Thus, there is a Buddhist aspect to the poem, and Liu Zongyuan's old man is like Wallace Stevens's “Snow Man,” whose mind of winter is washed clean by the snowy expanse. He is “the listener, who listens in the snow,/And, nothing himself, beholds/Nothing that is not there and the nothing that is.”

“River Snow” is a perfectly balanced poem, a tour de force that quietly, cleanly, easily creates its complexly simple scene. To merely paraphrase it in translation is to ignore the poem behind the poem. The translator must discover the poem visually, conceptually, culturally, and emotionally, and create a poem in English with the same mood, simplicity, silence, and depth. Each word must be necessary. Each line should drop into a meditative silence, should be a new line of vision, a new revelation. The poem must be empty, pure perception; the words of the poem should be like flowers, opening one by one, then silently falling. As William Carlos Williams was fond of saying, a poem is made up of words and the spaces between them.

If this technique is taken to extremes, it can create a poem that sounds too choppy. The magical economy of “River Snow” lies in the unfolding of visual clues in a meditative sequence of discrete images, but with too many dashes, colons, or periods, the poem can seem fragmented. Alternatively, a translation that fills in the gaps between images can seem wordy and prolix, with prepositions and articles that make the lines fluid but dilute them in the process. The addition of a few parts of speech or an unfortunate choice of punctuation can significantly alter the translation and affect the reading experience.

While it is difficult to translate economically from a language that typically eliminates articles and pronouns, one can nevertheless attempt to create a translation that reads as cleanly and concisely as possible. We consider it a great success if we can translate a five-character line of Chinese poetry into a five- or six-word line in English, though this is not always possible. Too often translators will translate a seven-character line into two full lines of poetry in English, which makes the poem read like Walt Whitman, when the Chinese is much closer to Emily Dickinson.

The poetry of Wang Wei—the poet I've translated most extensively from the Chinese—is often spare and clean, like “River Snow.” Each character resonates in emptiness like the brief birdcalls he records in one of his poems. The inventor of the monochrome technique, Wang Wei was the most famous painter of his day. In his work, both painting and poetry were combined through the art of calligraphy—poems written on paintings. As Su Shi said of him, “His pictures are poems and his poems pictures,” and as Francois Cheng has pointed out, painting and calligraphy are both arts of the stroke, and both are created with the same brush. I like to imagine each character in “River Snow” sketched on the page: a brushstroke against the emptiness of a Chinese painting—like the figure of the old man himself surrounded by all that snow.

The most famous piece by Zen-influenced composer John Cage was titled “4′33″” (1952). The audience came in and sat down, and for four minutes and thirty-three seconds nothing happened. The audience was the music. Their rustlings, coughs, chatter, the creaking of seats, perhaps the rain on the roof of the auditorium—all this was the music. In classical Chinese painting the white space defines what forms emerge, and in Buddhism emptiness is wholeness. The perfect man's mind, according to Zhuangzi, is empty as a mirror, and according to the Daoist aesthetics of Chinese painting, each stroke of the brush is yin (blackness, woman) upon yang (light, whiteness, man). All the empty space reacts to one brushstroke upon the page. Each additional stroke makes the space adjust itself into a new composition, in much the way each great poem makes all of literary history readjust itself, as T S. Eliot wrote. To make a Chinese poem in English we must allow silence to seep in around the edges, to define the words the way the sky's negative space in a painting defines the mountains.

As I stated earlier, I think the poem in translation must carry on a conversation with other poems in order to discover itself. For me, “River Snow” calls to mind Japanese Zen poems and poems of the English Romantics in addition to poems from the Chinese tradition, and it is this conversation that allows me to hear its silence.

Consider these lines from the poem “People's Abuse” by Japanese Zen poet Muso Soseki (1275–1351), translated by W. S. Mer-win and Soiku Shigematsu:


Don't look back   
to this world     
your old hold in the cellar    
From the beginning     
the flying birds have left

no footprints on the blue sky.



In Soseki's image, the flying birds pass through the sky without leaving a trace, as in “River Snow,” which also shares with Soseki's lines a distinction between the human world and the natural world. Now consider these lines from Zhu Xizhen's poem “Fisherman, to the Tune of ‘A Happy Event Draws Near,'” in which the fisherman


spins his boat around at will
traceless like a bird across sky.



The fisherman on the water is like the birds in the sky, whose trackless flight is a symbol of the enlightened mind's passage through the world without grasping or holding or desiring. Compare “On Nondependence of the Mind,” a poem by Dogen (1200–1253)— founder of the Soto school of Japanese Zen Buddhism—translated by Brian Unger and Kazuaki Tanahashi:


Water birds
going and coming
their traces disappear
but they never
forget their path.



The mind that doesn't depend on the world leaves no traces, just as the “water birds” don't forget their path—a path we can understand as a mystical Way. In these lines from Wordsworth's Prelude, he describes his hike through the Alps:

Like a breeze


Or sunbeam over your domain I passed
In motion without pause; but ye have left
Your beauty with me
(Book 6, lines 675–78)



Because Wordsworth is in tune with the natural setting, his meditative mind passes through nature without leaving tracks. The inverse parallelism he sets up (of his trackless passage through nature's landscape versus nature's beautiful inscription in his mindscape) is implicit in “River Snow” as well. “River Snow” is also a poem in which the mind is washed clean, like the sky empty of birds, the paths empty of humanity. Zhuangzi asks, “Where can I find a man who has forgotten words so I can have a word with him?” The fisherman in “River Snow” is that man.

Although I felt it necessary in “River Snow” to make a literal, word-for-word translation to get at the heart of the poem, in other cases I've translated lines in unusual ways to get at the poem behind the poem: the urgent image, the quiet mood, the sound that I felt resided in the Chinese poem and needed emphasis to be felt in English. Sometimes I've deviated slightly from a literal translation in order to get an effect that I believe is truer to the poet's vision. There are no fast rules; the translator has to feel it. To illustrate this, I'd like to discuss a translated line that is much more problematic than the ones above.

First, though, I need to discuss what—somewhat idiosyncrati-cally, perhaps—I call deep-image lines in Chinese poetry. There are times when Chinese poets create such strange and evocative nature imagery that it is almost surreal. To learn how to re-create these lines in English, I think it's helpful to look at the school of deep-image poets in America. Most famous among them are Robert Bly and James Wright, although I would classify contemporary Native American poet Linda Hogan as deep image as well (in her practice, as opposed to her literary history). Bly and Wright were deeply influenced by the combination of personal and impersonal perspectives and tones in Chinese and by Chinese rhetorical parallelism, clarity of image, and focus on implication. They blended these characteristics with a late strain of surrealism derived from Trakl, Vallejo, Lorca, and Neruda. It is precisely this mélange of influences on Bly and Wright that opens up a space in American poetry for a blend of the Chinese tradition and the surreal—and that provides a model for translators.

Here are two examples of deep-image lines, the first from Linda Hogan:


Crickets are pulsing in the wrist of night.



and the second from James Wright:


A butterfly lights on the branch
Of your green voice.



How do these lines work? They invert your expectation, blending the human and the natural or engaging in synesthesia (as in Su Shi's great line “With cold sound, half a moon falls from the painted eaves”). Similarly, in Wang Wei's poems “In the Mountains” and “Sketching Things,” nature does strange things; the world is so lush that its green color becomes a liquid that wets his clothes:


No rain on the mountain path
yet greenness drips on my clothes.



and


I sit looking at moss so green
my clothes are soaked with color.



The strange beauty of James Wright's image taps into a profound psychological mystery and opens up a space in the imagination that Wang Wei's lines also reach. Wright makes it possible for us to see Wang Wei's synesthesia, and to see how to translate him into English. As with the Wang Wei lines above, the human and the natural are intertwined in Linda Hogan's line, which imagines the world as a body through which the blood pulses, an intermittent action that is also a sound, the ba-dump of the heartbeat. The cricket sound is similarly an intermittent, two-beat sound, and it brings the night into our bedrooms, making it as intimate as our bodies—a small, internal event, like a pulse.

Of course, I was thinking of Linda Hogan when translating one of my favorite lines of Wang Wei in which he sets himself the task of getting at the action-pulse of the cricket's song. Wang Wei's line comes from “Written on a Rainy Autumn Night After Pei Di's Visit”: “The urgent whir of crickets quickens.” I like the sound qualities here, the onomatopoeia, the internal off-rhymes, and the sense that the line is just beyond comprehension, yet intuitively right. However, this line as I translated it—in collaboration with Willis Barnstone and Xu Haixin—is extremely problematic, an example of translation as reinvention. Literally, the line reads, “cricket cry already hurried” ([image: ]), so why did we translate it as “The urgent whir of crickets quickens”? The first two characters,[image: ] refer to the house cricket and mean “to urge” + “weave,” or “urgent” + “weave” with a sense of “to urgently weave” or “to urge into weaving.” The idiom derives from the similarity of a cricket's intermittent, two-beat chirp, produced by rubbing its wings together, to the shhk-shhhk of a shuttle on a hand loom, or the whir and whirl of a spinning wheel. In other words, this Chinese idiom for cricket derives from a similarity of sound. The ono-matopoetic element is also present in the English word “cricket,” which derives from the French criquer (“little creaker”), and suggests the insect's characteristic sound, cricket, cricket. We forget this unless the word is heard freshly; the off-rhyme “crickets quickens” is meant to focus our attention on the forgotten music of the word—to make us actively bear “cricket,” perhaps for the first time.

Now what about “the urgent whir”? Isn't it mistranslating to add this image, using something that is simply an idiom? I don't think so. Idioms such as this add an idiosyncratic beauty to language, like the pillow talk of Japanese poetics or the kennings of Old English. A translation that rendered Beowulf's “whale path” as “the sea” would be a very dull translation indeed. The Chinese idiom suggests an image that is inherent in the language, much as “foot of the mountain” bears a comparison, long forgotten, of the mountain to a human body.

This idiom allowed me entry to the poem behind the poem, to a sound that was also an action. I wanted to bring alive the complex image of the cricket wings shuttling like a cranky loom or lost in a whirring blur like a spinning wheel, so I had to analyze the phrase for what activated that metaphor: intermittency, quick action, noise. I imagined the blur of cricket wings rubbing themselves into song, and I imagined that song as both continuous and intermittent, both an act and a sound. The word “whir” suggested both the action of spinning—the insect's blur of wings—and the sound of that action: whir. I wanted a line that was musical throughout, wanted readers to sense the stuttering trochaic rhythm of a cricket's call (crick-et, crick-et) when they hear the line's rhyming, emphatic beat: “The urgent whir of crickets quickens.” I also liked the double meaning of “quickens,” which can make the line mean the cricket song comes alive, as if out of silence. This goes beyond the question of whether to be true to the letter or the sense; it's a question of being true to the spirit of the line, which is both image and song. Of course, in doing so I sacrificed other elements. For example, the third character, [image: ], means “cry” but is constructed of the characters for “mouth” [image: ]and “bird” [image: ], suggesting bird song. Certainly by emphasizing the weaving element with “whir” I sacrificed the sense of singing. Furthermore, I had to make a choice between two different readings of the line. The fourth character, [image: ], means either “already” or “stop,” suggesting in context either that the cricket song pauses and then speeds up urgently, or that the cricket cry is already urgent. In this interpretive translation, I can't say that I truly got this line of Wang Wei's into English, but I do believe that I brought an analogous English poem to life—one closer to Wang Wei's imagination and to the imagination inherent in the Chinese language rather than one merely translated as “the cricket's sound is already hurried.”

I have argued elsewhere that Chinese poetry in English has deviated deeply from the form, aesthetics, and concerns of the Chinese originals and that this is the result of willful mistranslation by modernist and postmodern poet-translators. In the first decades of the last century, Chinese poetry was a powerful weapon in the battle against Victorian form. It was brought over into English in forms resembling the free verse that it helped to invent. Rhyme and accentual meter were quietly dropped from the equation because—unlike Chinese use of parallelism, caesura, minimalism, implication, and clarity of image—they weren't useful in the battle for new poetic form. However, we are now in a new century and need no longer be constrained by past literary conflicts. While the elimination of rhyme and meter from translations of Chinese poetry has created a distinguished English-language tradition of “Chinese” free verse— one that has influenced successive generations of American poets— it has also denied the poem its right to sing.

I am just as much to blame for this as other translators of Chinese poetry. The simple truth is that most of the time I am trying to bring across into English poetic effects as well as a literal accuracy that I judge will be damaged by too much attention to sound. However, in recent years I have increasingly attempted to sneak in the pleasures of sound, as in this translation of Du Fu's “Thoughts While Night Traveling,” cotranslated with Chou Ping:


Slender wind shifts the shore's fine grass.
Lonely night below the boat's tall mast.
Stars hang low as the vast plain splays;
the swaying moon makes the great river race.
How can poems make me known?
I'm old and sick, my career done.
Drifting, just drifting. What kind of man am I?
A lone gull floating between earth and sky.



To emphasize sound in this poem, we cast around for lucky synonyms, choosing for example “splays” in line 3 over our original translation, “broadens,” and changing line 6 from “my career over” to “my career done” to get the off rhyme with “known.” So we created a loose form in English—four or five beats per line to correspond to the five-character lines of the original, and a use of off and true rhyme to emphasize the parallelism of the couplet structure. Of course, the Chinese lu shi (regulated verse) poem doesn't rhyme in couplets. It has a single rhyme in the first couplet that is repeated every other line throughout the poem. Perhaps the next example, “Facing Snow,” also by Du Fu, comes a bit closer:


Battles, sobbing, many new ghosts.
Just an old man, I sadly chant poems.
Into the thin evening, wild clouds dip.
On swirling wind, fast dancing snow.
A ladle idles by a drained cask of green wine.
Last embers redden the empty stove.
No news, the provinces are cut off.
With one finger I write in the air, sorrow.



In our first attempt, below, sound was not a primary concern:


Battles, sobbing, many new ghosts.
I sadly chant poems, just an old man.
Wild clouds dip into the thin evening.
Fast snow dances in swirling wind.
A dropped ladle, no green wine in the cask.
Last embers still redden the empty stove.
No news, the provinces are cut off.
With one finger I write my sorrows in the air.



The revision uses the long “o” of “ghosts,” “poems,” “snow,” “stove,” and “sorrow” to suggest a regulated verse rhyme scheme. To achieve this we needed to invert the syntax and rearrange elements so the lines in English would end on a rhyme sound. Even so, I am not entirely convinced that the revision for sound is an improvement. As one sinologist pointed out to me, “With one finger I write in the air, sorrow” specifies a word that the poet is writing in the air, whereas the original is more ambiguous, closer to “With one finger I write my sorrows in the air,” in which the nature of the sorrow is left open and resonant.

What a pleasure it was for me as an American translator to encounter a sonnet sequence by twentieth-century Chinese poet Feng Zhi, written after he fled to the countryside to escape the Japanese bombing of Kunming. In the past Feng Zhi's sonnets have always been translated into free verse in English, but we decided to re-create them as sonnets, preferring to use consonance, assonance, and slant rhyme where possible, instead of true rhyme. Here is one, “Sonnet 16”:


We stand together on a mountain's crest
projecting vision far across the steppe
till sight is lost in distance, or else rests
where paths spread on the plain and intersect.
How can the paths and streams not join? Tossed
in sky, can winds and clouds do otherwise?
The cities, mountains, rivers that we've crossed
become a part of us, become our lives.
Our maturation and our grief is near,
is a pine tree on a hill over there,
is a dense mist on a town over here.
We flow inside the waters, blow in air.
We are footpaths that crisscross on the plain
and are the people traveling on them.



Translating the poem this way was difficult, certainly more difficult than it would have been to translate it as free verse, and yet in some way it was a relief. How wonderful to know that all the poetic skills I had developed writing sonnets in English could be applied so directly to Chinese poetry. Once I discovered that I could translate Feng Zhi's sonnets as English sonnets with both accuracy and formal integrity, I had found the answer to the question that has vexed me for nearly two decades. Is it worse to pass off free verse translations in English as Chinese poems or to try to maintain meter and rhyme, running the risk of creating sing-songy, jingly, archaic-sounding poems that lose the plain and revelatory power that free verse translations embody so well?

I don't recommend a return to the practice of translating Chinese poems into rhyming iambics (generally, this overwhelms the Chinese poem). But I do think that as much attention should be given to the way the Chinese poem triggers sound as to how it triggers sight, and that translators should use the whole poetic arsenal— syllabics, sprung rhythm, off rhyme, half rhyme, internal rhyme, assonance, consonance, and so forth—to try to give the English version of the poem a deeply resonant life. Too often translators have given Chinese poets the resolution powers of an electron microscope, but have cut off their ears. By being cognizant of the poem's song, we are less likely to be deaf to the poem behind the poem, and less likely to be satisfied with clumsy rhythms and a lack of aural pleasure.

If my examples are notable less for their similarity than for the apparent divergence of the translation principles by which they were created, this is the essence of my argument. There are many roads to China. For the Chinese poem's voice to be heard, the poem behind the poem may require word-by-word fidelity—that is, translators may need to restrain their inventiveness. Or the poem may require a radical departure from convention to arrive where it began. In either case, the translator must keep faith with the deeper need that poetry fulfills in our lives. Like a cricket's song, a poem is an arrangement of sound that is also an action affecting the reader. If we are very quiet, we can feel its tiny pulse fluttering in our wrists. If we listen like Stevens's snow man, if we become nothing long enough, we may discover not what the poem says but what it does. A poem is a machine made out of words, as William Carlos Williams once wrote, and like a wheelbarrow or a can opener or a telephone, it is a machine reduced to an economic efficiency of parts and designed for a specific function. It doesn't matter whether we take the original poem apart with an Allen wrench or a Phillips screwdriver, or whether we build the translation out of wood or plastic or burnished copper. What matters is that the gears engage and the wheels turn and that the poem's work is done in the translation as well. All translation is mistranslation, but a translator's work and joy are to rig something out of the materials at hand that opens cans, or carries hay, or sends voices through the lines. We will never create a truly Chinese poem in English, but in this way we can extend the possibilities of the translation, which may in turn reveal to the imaginations of English-language poets unforeseen continents.

—TONY BARNSTONE





Introduction to Chinese Poetic Form

(as a Function of Yin-Yang Symmetry)

CHINA IS A NATION CREATED BY ITS THOUSANDS OF POETS, who have imagined and extended and redrawn its boundaries as well as the contours of its landscape from year to year, from dynasty to dynasty. For millennia, poetry has played an essential role in shaping its collective consciousness and maintaining the continuity of Chinese civilization. Neither time nor space nor linguistic change restrict free communication in the nation because of the nature of the Chinese written language: a system of pictographs and ideographs that convey their meaning, divorced from their sounds, which, after all, vary according to the time period, the region, and the city or provincial dialect. So when a contemporary Chinese recites a poem written in the Tang dynasty (618–907), the poem remains pure, its meaning virtually constant, even though more than a thousand years have elapsed and the poet's modern speech would be unintelligible to the original author. But the original meaning does not remain intact, of course, since reception, audience, and aesthetics vary according to reader and period, and allusions and expressions that were common in one era might become strange in another. Regional and temporal change in pronunciation also affect the reception of the poem, because Chinese poetry typically uses rhyme and, particularly after the fifth century, has often used tonal prosody (similarly, in the English tradition Chaucer was until recently considered an irregular prosodist, because later generations did not understand how to sound out Middle English). To understand how the Chinese have imagined their poetry, it may help to go back to the earliest Chinese verse and trace its development to its maturity in the Tang dynasty, and then to pursue it further as verse is transformed in later dynasties.

The Book of Songs and the Origins of Chinese Poetry

The general Chinese term for poetry is shi [image: ] Shi [image: ]also refers more specifically to a sort of tonally regulated verse that became popular in the Tang dynasty, as well as to older forms of poetry that were not tonally regulated, such as rhymed prose (fu[image: ]), an elegant and elaborate blending of poetry with prose passages. While verses are normally independent from music, songs can be further classified into folk song poetry (ge [image: ]), lyric songs (ci [image: ]), and opera arias (qu[image: ]). We will visit each of these forms in turn, but it is best to begin with the primary source of Chinese poetry, the Book of Songs.

Dating back a thousand years before the Tang, the Book of Songs is the earliest surviving anthology of Chinese poems. It was collected in Northern China from the eleventh century to the sixth century bce. For a modern Chinese, the Book of Songs is not at all easy to read. Its diction is often archaic, and many of its references need footnotes. Since the pronunciation of some characters has changed over time, the modern ear cannot always detect the original rhyme scheme. Despite these difficulties, the poems have elegant structural characteristics that aid in their reading and enjoyment. Accompanied by music, the short stanzas often contain fully or partially repeated lines to create an effect of refrain. In this early phase of Chinese poetry, verse and music were not clearly separated.

Although line length varies, especially in folk songs, over ninety percent of the lines in the Book of Songs consist of four characters. The four-character line is the dominant form in early Chinese poetry. Its use reflects a desire for balance: the standard pattern of rhythm in these songs is two beats per line, with each beat consisting of two characters. There are exceptions, however, with some poems having stanzas consisting of lines with seven or more characters.

Different traditions of poetry coexist in the Book of Songs: hymns of religious solemnity, folk songs of emotional spontaneity, and structurally symmetrical literati poetry. Structural symmetry is a crucial element in the evolution of the Chinese poem. It may be seen in the first stanza of the very first poem from the Book of Songs:

[image: ]

Since Chinese characters are monosyllabic, they are ideal for creating visual and aural symmetries. We can imagine the paired lines as mirror images of each other in terms of syllables and rhythm. In this poem every two characters form a beat, every two beats a line, every two lines a pair, and every two pairs a stanza. Each pair forms a complete sentence, and each stanza presents a complete idea. All five stanzas in this poem are structurally identical. As the poems in the Book of Songs have a strong tendency to have lines constructed in pairs, their architectural balance offers a perfect example of how the gestalt of yin-yang symmetry in Chinese poetry came into being. It also allows us to trace the ancient psychological and aesthetic need for lines to be paired and balanced into the development of “regulated verse,” with its preoccupation with metrical and phonic balance.

Though many songs evince this perfect symmetry, the poems from the Book of Songs that we have translated in this volume are primarily folk songs whose forms are often less rigid. These folk songs have been popular, and often imitated, in the Chinese tradition; they also read well in translation because their themes speak to universal human emotions and raise fewer cultural obstacles for their English-language readers. Consider:

[image: ]

[image: ]

[image: ]

On the surface, the first two stanzas are structured exactly the same as those of the earlier example: two characters form one beat and two beats a line. But they present variations in the relationship between lines. In the first stanza the lines are paired, but each can stand on its own as an independent sentence. The stanza's rhyme scheme is also different, with the rhyme falling on the first and third lines, while the same character repeats in the second and fourth lines. In the second stanza the line relationship is even more complicated, with the first three lines forming a sense group and the last line all on its own. The same rhyme falls on each of the four lines. In the last stanza the diction shifts to direct speech written in five-character lines.2

As illustrated by the above poems, we can detect two major Chinese poetic traditions: literati and folk. The literati is characterized by yin-yang symmetry and uniformity while folk songs are generally more spontaneous and less refined. In the evolution of Chinese poetry, new poetic forms not deriving directly from music would preserve the yin-yang gestalt as a structural backbone in literati poetry, but if music played a major role in the form (as in songs from the Han Dynasty Music Bureau, Song Dynasty Lyrics, and Yuan Dynasty Tunes), the symmetry in paired lines would often dissolve. While in the above folk songs we can find markings of the compilers who tampered with their spontaneity to give a uniform look to the poems in the Book of Songs, that spontaneity remains in the structural irregularities noted in the above discussion of “In the Wilds Is a Dead River-Deer.”

From the Verses of Chu to the Han Dynasty

The next high wave of poetry, the Verses of Chu—also known as the Songs of the South—came toward the end of the Warring States Period (475–221 bce) in the south, forming a sharp contrast with the northern tradition as reflected in the Book of Songs. Qu Yuan, the most important poet from the South, had a vast vocabulary and a passionate imagination. His works, with the exception of those used in religious rituals, were not set to music. Absorbing influences from prose as well as folk tradition in the Chu state, Qu Yuan had the genius to break with the dominant four-character line tradition without losing a strong sense of yin-yang symmetry. Maintaining two beats in paired lines, Qu Yuan had a free hand in diversifying numbers of characters used in each beat. He employed different characters as beat markers (xi [image: ], er[image: ], yi[image: ], zhi[image: ], and yu [image: ] xi [image: ] can be placed either within or between lines while the others can be used only within lines) and achieved changes in tempo depending on the placement of the marker—when it is placed right in the middle of the line, both the line itself and the pair become perfectly symmetrical, and the tempo is comparatively slow; when it is placed between two lines, symmetry is established between the paired lines, speeding up the tempo. Sometimes Qu Yuan placed the marker at an unbalanced location within a line to break the monotony of perfect symmetry.

Qu Yuan not only diversified the symmetrical rhythmic patterns of Chinese poetry but also steered the literati in a new direction. His major contribution was a conscious construction of parallelism in paired lines, which is found throughout his writing; this would become the model for the creation of a multidimensional yin-yang symmetry in regulated verse. For example, in Qu Yuan's major work, Encountering Sorrow (lisao), we can find lines like “[image: ]” (“Mornings I gathered mountain magnolia,/evenings I picked winter grasses on the shoals”) and “[image: ]” (“Mornings I drink the dew that drips from the magnolias,/evenings feed on fallen petals of autumn chrysanthemums”). Though these lines are not perfect according to later standards for parallel couplets (for they contain repeated characters and a beat marker between two lines), they do signal an important new dimension. He has made the yin-yang symmetry conceptual as well as rhythmic.

For a long time in the Han dynasty, the period almost immediately after Qu Yuan, Chinese literati were fascinated by Qu Yuan's experiment with language. They directed their creative energy toward the fu form (a kind of crossbreed between poem and prose, often translated as “prose poem,” “rhyme prose,” or “rhymed prose”), inspired by Qu Yuan's new patterns of rhythm combined with parallelism. In our collection, Jia Yi's “The Owl” is a work in this category. In translating it we maintained the rhymes in English. This was not always possible, or even desirable, and so in translating Lu Ji's Art of Writing, a very well-known piece of rhymed prose, we rendered it in free verse form, determining that the poem read better as English-language poetry in that format.

While the Han dynasty literati were obsessed with symmetry, the folk tradition during this period was a wide-open field. People tried different line lengths, not only from one poem to the next but also within poems, as in the anonymous poem “The East Gate,” presented in this volume as one of the Music Bureau poems. In this time the newly developed five-character poem had become an established form. It represents a key step in the evolution of Chinese verse. One can find five-character lines in both the Book of Songs and the Verses of Chu, but not really as a sustained form. During the Han dynasty one of the most mature works composed in five-character form was the “Nineteen Ancient Poems,” written by scholars who were familiar with the life of the lower classes and who chose to remain anonymous. The Han dynasty also saw a change in the rhythmic pattern of the five-character lines. The old pattern for the division of the two beats, exemplified by the poems in the Verses of Chu, was typically three characters/caesura/two characters; it was replaced by two characters/caesura/three characters. This would remain the standard pattern in later periods.

After the Han dynasty many poets contributed to the popularity of the five-character form, among them Cao Zhi, Ruan Ji, and Tao Qian. It became the dominant form among literati writers. The seven-character form was a latecomer; literati poets did not accept it as a standard form until after the fifth-century poet Bao Zhao. There are many theories about its evolution, but the Chinese love of yin-yang symmetry helps to explain it. For quite a long time the seven-character form rhymed on every line, and the lines were not always in a paired relationship.3 Starting with Bao Zhao, paired lines were used conspicuously in the seven-character form. This form soon became very popular because it provided more space for expression in each line as well as satisfaction of the symmetry gestalt.

Under Sanskrit influence during the Yong Ming reign (483–493), when the Buddhist canons were translated into Chinese, the four tones of classical Chinese were established. Two critics, Zhou Yong and Shen Yue, wrote to promote regulated usage of the four tones in poetry, introducing yet another aspect of elegant symmetry into the construction of the Chinese poem. The old style verse, which did not follow a regulated use of tones, came to be called Ancient Style poetry (gushi [image: ]), while regulated verse came to be called Modern Style poetry.

The Tang Dynasty and Regulated Verse

During the Tang dynasty (618–907), the golden age of Chinese poetry, a diversity of poetic forms helped poets find their own highly individualized voices. Authentic folk poetry continued to exist in its natural, anonymous state and continued to be used by literati poets such as Li Bai, who found it a source of inspiration and a handy form for experiments in writing distinctive poems in the Ancient Style. Also during the Tang, after many years of experiments in earlier dynasties, regulated verse, containing the most exquisite symmetries in poetry, reached its apex. Other important forms flourished as well, such as the quatrain (jueju [image: ]), a truncated regulated verse poem. The diversity of forms certainly contributed to the glory and the variety of achievement in Tang poetry, but there were other factors as well. The sociopolitical climate attracted talented people to poetry, since excellence in writing poetry had become a necessity for those who wished to achieve high official positions. Poetry brought rewards in terms of
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fre /e, Oh! Slow down, / don’t be so harsh,
we /5, et go! of my girdle’s sash.
w0/ e, Shhh!/ You'll make the dog bark.
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#H/@K.  In the woods / are clustered bushes,
wii/an and in the wilds /a river-deer is dead
s, and wrapped up / in white rushes.
s#rms.  There is a lady / as fine as jade.
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SHi/%W.  In the wilds / is a dead river-deer.
4142, White rushes / wrap her.
axims.  Alady yearns / for someone dear
wims A fine man / seduces her
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NN/MA  guan guan/ ju  jin  “Guan-guan”/the Oopreys cried
Ewiaw, zi he [ shi shou onthe/ riverside

mams  yao tao/ shu mu Alady/so dignified
wiie jun s/ hao qiu  isagendeman's/good bride.!

Liteally,the stanza reads:

Guan-guan cry the ospreys
o the riverbank.

Flegant lads,

a gendeman’s good bride.
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