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New Endeavor on English Translation From Classical Chinese
Regulated Verse: A Case Study on Selections From Tu Fu’s

Thatched Cottage Era”
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Tu Fu’s (712-770) Chinese-English translated poems could not get rid of the dilemma of cultural difference if we
glance through and check the extant translations in which most of exsited versions are simple and straightforward.
They have no rhymes, no antithesis, as well as syntactic symmetry, even though they are faithful to the words and
structure of the original poems. This case study on some regulated verses during Tu Fu’s stay at the thatched
cottage in Chengdu shows it is possible for translation from literary Chinese to modern English according to the

principle of faithfulness, expressiveness, and gracefulness based on three aspects.
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Introduction

Poetry of Tu Fu ( ) (712-770) has been constantly attracting much attention of Western poetics circle
and widely translated by overseas Sinologists since several centuries ago. Tu Fu, is a conventional translation of
the great TANG dynasty poet due to Wade-Giles Romanization, which is the most widely-used system of
transcription in the English-speaking world for most of the 20th century, especially before the 1980s.

It is known to all that differences really exsit between Chinese and English on several aspects, not only in the
form of the languages such as phonetic and grammatical features, but also in the various ways of thinking and
behaviour under the different cultural enviroments. What is more, to be as a special form of language, poetry has
unique techniques on expressing poets’ desire and emotion on lexical and syntactic levels under the guidence of
prosody and versification of literary Chinese which distinguished from modern Mandarin Chinese. There is no
room for doubt that once classical Chinese poetry is translated into another language, the original flavour has
gone immediately. So the problem that everyone cannot avoid solving is the way of translation, literal or free?

Theoretical Analysis and Translative Practice

Tu Fu’s Chinese-English poems cannot get rid of this dilemma if we glance through and check the extant
translations in which most of these versions are simple and straightforward. They have no rhymes, no antithesis,

“ This paper is sponsored by “Classical Tang Poetry in Global Contexts”, the Project of Key Base of Humanities and Social
Science in Chongqing, No. 12SKB009.
ZHOU Rui, associate professor, Center of Chinese Poetics Studies, Southwest University.



A CASE STUDY ON SELECTIONS FROM TU FU’S THATCHED COTTAGE ERA 559

and no syntactic symmetry, even though they are faithful to the words and structure of the original poems. It is
worth mentioning that the translated verse is similar to an English poem rather than a classical Chinese poem
judging from its format!

It is possible for translation from literary Chinese to modern English according to the principle of faithfulness,
expressiveness, and gracefulness. Here are some poems selected from Tu Fu’s oeuvre during the period of his stay
in the thatched cottage in Chengdu. All the translated verses have following common characteristic.

Balance of Lexical and Syntactic Structure

To begin with, we can keep the translation as closely as possible to the original form of the regulated verse
or quatrain by following the original lexical and syntactic structure. Although it is impossible to correspond the
number of the syllables in each line of the translated version with the original Chinese verse perfectly, we still
guarantee the length of lines is as similar as possible, and the number of lines in a poem is definite in both
contexts. Take a couple of nouns selected from “Opt to Dwelling” ( ) for example, the Dragonfly ( )isa
single word, while the Purple Mardarin Ducks (#5#) is a compound phrase. Obviously, neither of the translation
in the former or latter line can match the disyllabic binding Chinese word ( ) in the numbers. Itis a paradox
in translation (see Examples 1-2).

Example (1)

G

Opt to Dwelling
Located at the west, the blossom-washing stream flows.
A place is selected by a master for me to dwell, with peaceful wood and pond in a row.
Escaping from the worldly affairs is known as soon as leaving the city wall,
The limpid river, furthermore, can dispel the guests’” sorrow.
A lot of dragonflies fly together, ups and downs,
A couple of purple mardarin ducks paddle with each other, above or below.
To travel eastbound five thousand kilometers in the mood,
Towards Shan-yin County for a visit with a tiny boat.
Example (2)

Riverside Village
A clear river crooking around the village flows,
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In long summer, everthing in the riverside village peacefully grows.
To and fro, the swallows fly the beam above,

Close and intimate, the gulls sink the water below.

My old wife draws a chessboard on a sheet of paper,

My naive son makes fishing-hooks by twisting needles.

So long as my former friends provide with some money and rice,
What more can | ask for, beyond my humble body follows?

Stress on Antithesis and Paronomasia

In additional, to stress the antithesis of the middle two couplets of a regulated verse, we usually take
paronomasia into account sometimes. For instance, ” (Liang-fu-yin) is translated into “A Song of
Master Liang” from the poem whose title is “Mounting the Tower” ( ). On account of homophone of
“Liang”, it could be either considered as a song chanting around a famous mountain where is close to Mount. Tai
probably named after a respectable man whose surname is “Liang” ( ) on one hand, or regarded as an
authorship attributed to Chukeh Liang ( ), a fomous brainpower during the Three Kingdoms in
Chinese history, based on the allusion on the other hand (see Examples 3-4).

Example (3)

Mounting the Tower

Guest’s heart is hurt by blooming flowers near the high tower screen,

Much distress and disaters everywhere, now | mount here with pain.

Along Brocade River, spring scenery overflows Heaven and Earth between,

Above Jade Rampart, floating cloud demonstrates ancient and morden wane.

Imperial court like North Polaris is not changed eventually,

Bandits from West Mountain do not invade again.

Even pathetic Latter Emperor of Sh’u kingdom still has an ancestral hall,

Nothing more than A Song of Master Liang, chanting at dusk is so keen.
Example (4)

il

An Eccentric Man
A thatched cottage, situated on the west of A Thousands-li Bridge beyond,
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Water of Ts’ang-lang is similar as that of Hundreds of Flowers Pond.

The Breeze sways the green bamboo, gracefully gracefully stainless over,

The rain moistens the red lotus, gradually, gradually fragrant upon.

Rich old friends break off the letters and help,

Hungry young sons starve with bleak on their face around.

To fill in the ravine with our dead bodies, just be unruly,

Mock myself, the eccentric man is more crazy as age grows along.
Similarity to Original Rhyme

At last but no least, to follow the original rhyme scheme. The same ryhme is used throughout a poem
without permission of rhyme-changing and always falls at the end of even-numbered lines, sometimes the first
line is optional. Most of the rhymes selected to be translated here are same or simliar in vowels to those of the
original poem not only in the corresponding places but also in the auditory effect. Because there is no existence of
four tonal pitchs in English, rhymes system of traditional classical Chinese poetry which is distinguished strictly
by level or deflected tone has been ignored here and universal rhymes or slight tail consonants are allowed in
some degree. “A Guest Visits” ( ), each rhyme in this poem always appears at the end of the even lines
without a rhyme at the end of the first line and belongs to the Tenth Group//Grey ( ) in Level Tones of
Volume Upper ( ) according to the ancient Lever-Water Rhyme System ( )'; however, they sound
different nowadays. The final of the Chinese character ( , come), (open) with the same phonetic
transcription [ai] in the former part is similar to that of the English translation NIGH (nai), MINE (main), while
the vowel of the word (wine), (wineglass) in the last four lines, which is marked as a phonetic symbol
[ei], accords with the final of the WAY/MIDWAY [ei] (see Examples 5-6).
Example (5)

A Guest Visits

To both south and north of my cottage is surrounded with spring water,
Only a flock of gulls can be seen to come daily nigh.

Blossom-Path has never been swept due to certain a guest,
Thatched-Gate begins to open now just for you, gentleman of mine.
Dish courses are few and simple because of the market far away,
Vessel wine is cheap and stale only on account of impoverished way.

! Lever-Water Rhyme System ( ) is an ancient model of rhythm regulation. It divides all the rhymes into 107 groups
according to the custom of TANG regulated verses and quatrains. It named after “Brief Rhyme of Ministry of Rites” ( ),
since the author of this classic, LIU Yuan’s ( ) original native place was Pingshui (Lever-Water, ) County, Shanxi
Province in Southern Sung Dynasty. “Rhyme Treasury of Pei-Wen” ( ), which combines 107 into 106 groups, was an
official reference book of ryhme for the Imperial Examination in QING Dynasty. Pei-wen is the title of Emperor Kang-xi’s study.
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How about drinking with the next-door old man?
The hedge apart, call him out to share the remainder midway.
Example (6)

Delighted by Rain on a Spring Night

Good rain comprehends the season,

Exactly falls in the spring.

With breeze, secretly slips into the night,

As drizzle, quietly moistens everything.

The country paths all covered with clouds black,

A river boat only lightened by a candle burning.

Till next dawn to see the red and moist petals,

Plump blossoms ornamenting the Brocade City, swing.

Conclusions

It is believed that there is a long journey to go to translate classical Chinese poems into English or other
languages in a perfect way, this case study on the anthology of Tu Fu’s poems during his stay in Chengdu
shows a new endeavor on translation according to three principles: its syntactic structure, antithesis, and rhyme
scheme. The Chinese-English translated verses as quoted above try to find an aesthetic balance between the
English poem and traditional Chinese verse.
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