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A Brief Account of the Translation
Strategy

I was a secondary school master, teaching science subjects. Since
childhood, I have loved classical Chinese poetry, appreciating its
wide range of themes, emotional depth, and melodic rhythm. After
retirement, I translated some pieces into English classical poetry for my
own enjoyment, resulting in several hundred pieces. I have now selected
around two hundred to share with current secondary school students

and poetry enthusiasts.

Poetry was originally song. The Guofeng section of the Classic
of Poetry (Shi-jing) is a collection of folk songs from various regions
during the Western Zhou Dynasty. Yuan Zhen of the Tang Dynasty
wrote in his poem Re-Gifting: “Do not send Ling-long to sing my
poems; most of my poems are farewell verses for thee.”; Liu Yuxi
remarked in To the Singer He Kan: “Only He Kan remains from the
old times. Still, he sings Weicheng with an affectionate tone.”; Du Mu
wrote in Mooting at the Qin-huai at Night: “The singing gitls feel not
the pain of a fallen motherland, across the river, they are still singing
Flowers of the Rear Courtyard.” Xue Yong-ruo’s Collected Strange
Tales from the Tang Dynasty records a story that illustrates this point

well.
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One day during the Kai-yuan era, the three poets Wang Zhi-huan,
Wang Chang-ling, and Gao Shi were drinking at a qi-ting (a tavern).
They saw singing girls performing in the shop and listened attentively.
Wang Chang-ling suggested that if the singing girls performed their
poems, the one whose poems were sung the most would be considered
the best among them. As it turned out, the first singing girl performed
Wang Chang-ling’s Farewell to Xin Jian at the Lotus Tower, and the
second sang Gao Shi’s Lament for the Accomplished Magistrate Liang
Jiu. When the singing girl they considered the most talented in both
beauty and artistry came out, she immediately began singing Wang Zhi-
huan’s Liangzhou Ci. This story is known as Inscriptions on the Wall at

the Qi-ting or Betting on Wine at the Qi-ting.

It can be said that the primary characteristic of poetry (including
Ci verses) is its musical quality. Capturing this characteristic in the

translation is my essential task.

Choosing classical English poetry as a vehicle for translation is a

viable method. The following is a brief outline of translation strategies.
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Poetry Translation

Five-Character Quatrain ( AL S48 5] ):
Each poem is translated into one four-line stanza with 10-syllables
per line, using a mono rhyme (AABB), alternating rhyme (ABAB), or

arch rhyme (ABBA).

Seven-Character Quatrain (‘CF4EH] ):
Each poem is translated into two four-line stanzas, each adopting
an 8-6, 8-6 or 8-7, 8-7 or 8-8, 8-8 syllables format, using alternating

rhyme (ABAB), mono rhyme (AABB), or arch rthyme (ABBA).

Five-Character Regulated Verse ( S ):
Each poem is divided into two five-character quatrains, and then

translated according to the rules for five-character quatrains.

Seven-Character Regulated Verse ( e ):
Each poem is divided into two seven-character quatrains, and then

translated according to the rules for seven-character quatrains.

Ancient Poetry ( H5F ) (including Yue-fu ZEJf ):

Four and five-character lines: Every four lines is translated into
one set of four lines with eight and ten syllables, using the above-
mentioned rthyme schemes.

Seven-character lines:

Each pair is analogized to a seven-character quatrain.
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Ci (Lyrics) Translation

Ci is an essential form in Chinese literature. Simply put, a
composer first writes a melody, establishing its rhythm and rhyme
scheme, then a lyricist fits words to the music according to these rules.

Clearly, the musical quality of Ci is its foremost feature.

To preserve this characteristic, the translator uses a “line-to-line”

translation approach, including the following elements:

Matching Line Length:
Each line in the translation has double the number of syllables
as the corresponding line in the original text, aiding in maintaining

rhythmic fluency and poetic structure.

Preserve the end rhyme:
The translation ensures that the end rhymes in the translated text

occupy the same position as the original.

Maintain rhyme consistency:

When the original text’s rhyme belongs to the same thyme group,
the corresponding English end rhymes also belong to the same rhyme
group. This further enhances the musicality and coherence of the

translation.
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Inviting Liu to a Drink
Bai Ju-yi

On the lately brewed wine, the green ants' spread.
Warmth pervades from the small stove of clay red.
The dimmed and tranquil twilight-sky may snow,

To the nectar a drink, could you say no?

1 Freshly brewed wine, unfiltered, often has sediment floating on the surface. These tiny

particles carry a slight greenish hue, which is why they are called “green ants.”
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Parting at the Ancient Grass Plain
Bai Jui-yi

In the plain, green grass waves roll with billow.
In a year, it changes from green to yellow.
Blazing by wildfires, some bravely survive.

A green carpet grows as spring winds arrive.
Scent plants spread far to meet the ancient way.
The ruined town tints green in the sunray.

My lord, once again, I bid you adieu,

Parting feelings fill the grass through and through.
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The Back Meditation Hall of Cracked
Hill Temple

Chang Jian

I enter the ancient temple at dawn.

On the clump of high trees, the dawn sun shone.
A trail meanders to a seclud’d place,

A monk’s room, the flowering trees embrace.
Mountain gleam gladdens birds of every kind.
The pond’s reflection cleans the human mind.
Right then, the chords of nature cease to swell,

Still, jingles the morning prayer bell.
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Chance Rendezvous on the River'
Cui Hao

Sir, do you mind where you live unveiling?
Heng-tang Town doth dwell the junior me.
To ask, I pause my boat a while sailing,

By chance, we are fellow townsmen, do we?

11

The Jiu-jiang waters, my home doth o’er see.
I only visit places ‘tound my hometown.
People of Chang-gang, so both of us be,

I’
m young, yet to know your name of renown.

1 Chang-gan Xing is both a place name and a tune name, included in the ‘Miscellaneous
Songs and Lyrics’ of the Music Bureau. It originally refers to folk songs from the lower
reaches of the Yangtze River. The content often expresses the lives of the boatmen’s wives
and their longing for husbands who have gone far away for business. Since it belongs to

the folk song genre, the language is simple and easy to understand, making it pleasing to

recite.
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