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A Translation of Four Chinese Shi-Poems
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Today I will be sharing with you my translation of four poems from Tang dynasty

1. Original text and translation of the shi-poem Chenyi chaoshiyuan
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1.1 Original text
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1.2 Translation

A Morning Visit to Chao Shi Monastery to Read Buddhist Sutras

By Liu Zongyuan




With the cold water drawn from the well, I rinse my mouth,

Brushing off the dust on my gown, I purify my mind.

Serenely I pick up the Buddhist Sutras,

I recite the verses as I depart from the East Quarter.

The true essence of Buddhism is not understood by the secular,

The world is rather interested in pursuing absurd matters.

I hope to live according to the teachings,

But when can I perfect my cultivation to attain enlightenment?

All is tranquil and peaceful in the courtyard of the monk,

The verdant moss extends into the thick bamboo grove.

The Sun rises and shines on the morning mist and dew,

Green pine trees glisten as if having been anointed.

The feeling of tranquility in my heart is unspeakable,

I am truly happy and contented in being awakened to the truth.

Commentary

Background:



In the late Tang Dynasty, there was much corruption in the government; Liu Zongyuan
participated in a reform movement hoping to improve the political system, however it ended

in failure. For this reason, he was demoted to a poor and remote city, called Yongzhou.

During his time in Yongzhou, Liu Zongyuan often went to the nearby monastery where

Venerable Chao lived to recite Buddhist Sutras.

This poem shows that he sees through secular matters and aspires to seek a way to free his

mind through the practice of Buddhism

Points to note in the translation:

1. For the title of the poem, I translated Ft as monastery by taking into account the
background information, rather than the literal meaning of college.

My translation for 4% is Buddhist Sutras, not Zen sutras. Because in ancient China, # £¢
was the general term for Buddhist texts, it does not specifically mean the Zen Sect of
Buddhism. In addition, the monastery #E ¥l <F Liu Zong Yuan visited belonged to the Pure

Land Sect, so it was not a place to practice Zen.

2. For H % # I also used Buddhist sutras, because in the old times, Buddhist scriptures
were written on the leaves of Bei Duo tree( Il £ #). So H # & is Buddhist scripture. To

avoid confusion, I just used its actual meaning in my translation.

3., ME
Because of the Buddhism background of this poem, both of those terms refer to the essence

and teachings of Buddhism.

Next [ will explain the meaning of some difficult words.

4. 3. hope to be able to

X to go according to

%1% to cultivate one’s nature

# : the literal meaning is ripe, but in this context, it means to perfect and attain

enlightenment



5.The remaining verses show that after immersing his mind in the wisdom of Buddhism, Liu
Zong Yuan was able to let go of his distress caused by the demotion. Buddhism helped him
overcome tough times. His mind was at peace and he could enjoy the beauty of nature again.

To emphasis his change of mood, I used words such as tranquility and contented.

2. Original text and translation of the shi-poem Xinglunan TS &

2.1 Original text
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2.2 Translation

Hard Journey : Three Poems: No. 1;

by Li Bai (Tang Dynasty)




A gold vessel holding rice wine for ten thousand coins,

Delicacies served on a jade platter are of the same worth.

Yet without an appetite, | put away the cup and lay the chopsticks down,

I draw my sword and look around, feeling completely lost.

The Yellow River is frozen when I wish to cross it,

The Mountain Taihang is enshrouded in snow when I wish to climb it.

I think of Jiang Tai Gong, leisurely fishing by a limpid stream,

And Yi Yin, who dreamt of sailing in his boat to the Sun.

The journey is hard! The journey is hard!

Countless forks in the road; which one to take?

There shall come a day when I ride the strong winds and break the waves,

The sails shall be hoisted high as [ march across the vast and deep blue sea.

Commentary

Background:

The author of this poem is Li Bai. He was once a man with political aspirations, but his
unruly character offended some royals and high ranking officials in the government, so he
became excluded and had to eventually leave the capital city. This poem was written to

describe his mood at leaving.



Points to note in the translation:

1. My translation for j& i is rice wine. {5 % in China is mainly divided into rice wine and
Golden Millet wine, both are brewed through fermentation and belong to the grain family. So

in general, &% can be considered a type of rice wine.

2. 1 is translated as ten thousand coins. In ancient times, monetary unit is different to
what we have today, like dollars or pounds. The ancient Chinese mainly used coins made of
different metals, such as copper, so I thought “coins” would be a more suitable terminology
to use to describe money.

As B §€ has the equivalent value to + T, so to avoid repetition and add more elegance to

the translation of this poem, I used “are worth the same” instead of “ten thousand” again.

3. (5 M ANBE & Li Bai is known for his love for drinking, despite this, he still put away
his glass when offered great wine. This really shows his misery from not being appreciated
by the government and not being able to contribute his part in helping the country. He is too

depressed to enjoy the feast.

4. In the next verse, Li Bai describes the dangerous circumstances of the Yellow River and

Mountain Taihang to reflect the obstacles he was facing in his political life.

5. RIS FNE b, BAERAE HE:

These two verses bring out two classic stories in Chinese history, they tell the experiences of
Jiang Tai Gong and Yi Yin before they became highly regarded by the government.
Considering these stories may not be familiar to non-Chinese, so in my translation, I added
the names of the two famous figures. Although this may not be ideal for literal translation,
but I think by adding the names, the meaning will be clearer for the western readers, hence it

is more faithful to the original text.

6. Li Bai once felt confused and lost; but due to the examples of Jiang Tai Gong and Yi Yin,
he regained his confidence from reflecting on the experience of those two great minds. His

change of attitude is reflected in the translation of the last verse, the language used



demonstrates much power and bravery.

7.42 ¥ refers to the ocean, especially its vast expanse, depth and the blue colour. In ancient
times, Y& ¥ was also used to describe the East China Sea, so I translated it as “the vast and

deep blue sea.”

3. Original text and translation of the shi-poem Kurexing HET

3.1 Original text
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3.2 Translation

Suffering from the Heat

By Wang Wei (Tang Dynasty)

Heat from the scorching Sun fills Heaven and Earth,

Fiery clouds appear like the mountain peaks.

Grasses and trees are all burnt and shriveled,

Streams and marshes are completely dried out.

Even light silk clothes feel heavy on me,




And the dense trees sadly have thin shade.

The bamboo mats are not within my reach,

Linen clothes are washed again and again.

I think to go beyond the universe,

Into the boundless void.

The strong winds come from ten thousand Li,

Rivers and the ocean sweep away worries and affliction.

It is known that the body can bring trouble,

Until one realises that the mind is not yet awakened.

In an instant turning to the way of enlightenment,

It feels like meandering in the joy of a pure and refreshing sensation.

Commentary

Background:
Poet Wang Wei is well known for his exceptional description of natural scenery, whether it is
the magnificence of mountains or the tranquility of flowing water; he is capable of integrating

poetry and scenery into a whole.

Just like this poem, by describing the challenging environmental conditions causing suffering
for the body, Wang Wei points out that the lack of spirituality is even worse than physical
pain, this is actually his purpose of this poem; and spiritual improvement should come from

the practice of Buddhist teachings.

Points to note in the translation:



1. The literal meaning of 7~ H is red Sun which implies extreme heat from the Sun, hence
expressing very hot weather, so here I used “scorching Sun” to convey this message.
K ZZ % 1L #% : Because of the hot weather, the red colour of the fiery Sun is reflected on the

clouds, which from a distance, appear like continuous mountain peaks.

2. HSANE AR EE, W R
My translation here used comparative adjectives: Light and heavy, dense and thin;
to show that the very favorable conditions in the external world are still unable to resist the

invasion of heat, causing much discomfort to the body.

3. AN, EREZR.
This verse shows that the poet wants to escape from the present unpleasant reality to a
different space beyond the universe, where it is boundless (F%#%) and void (22 ), and this is

where his mind can be at peace.

4. = Ja B

The term 4= Ji describes two kinds of wind, 1. wind from a distant 2. strong and gusty wind. I
chose to translate it as “strong wind”, because in the same phrase, distance is already
mentioned - “from ten thousand 1i” (& B.3), so I think the poet wouldn’t talk about distance

twice in the same phrase; and also with the context of the poem, it is reasonable to wish for

strong wind to reduce the feeling of heat.

5. Li is a traditional Chinese unit for distance, it is also known as the Chinese mile. I kept it as
Li in my translation instead of using miles, as I wanted to keep the authenticity of Chinese

culture.

6. The literal meaning of & A is “to suddenly enter”, but I think its use here is not about

physical entrance, but a change of mindset. To turn away from the unsettled mood caused by
unpleasant conditions of the external environment, to the wisdom of Buddhist teachings. And
by practising, some level of enlightenment can be achieved to settle the troubled heart, from
that joy can be attained. The poet realises here the importance of awakening the mind rather

than focusing on relieving bodily discomfort.



7. H #&1] is translated as “the way of Enlightenment” rather than its literal meaning of “the
gate of Sweet Dew”.In Chinese Buddhist culture, it is commonly known as Buddha’s
teachings, and H & specifically refers to Enlightenment. But this is not well known by non-

Chinese, so in my translation, I decided to deliver its underlying meaning, so it’s more

straight forward for western readers.

4. Original text and translation of the shi-poem Qiuxing bashou RKEE )\
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4.1 Original text
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4.2 Translation

Ode to Autumn: Eight Poems (No.3)

By Du Fu (Tang Dynasty)

10



In a mountain city, thousands of households are serenely bathed in the morning sunlight,

Each day I sit in the pavilion by the river, watching the green hills.

Fisherman spending two nights on the boat continues to drift along,

Despite the season of cool autumn, the swallows are flying around the river as usual.

Kuang Heng admonished the Emperor with sincere advice, seeking fame and high rank

was not his pursuit,

Liu Xiang taught and passed down the classics, but things went contrary to his hopes.

The schoolmates from my younger years have mostly gained much fortune,

Living in Wuling city, they wear light furs and ride plump horses.

Commentary

Background:

This poem is the third poetry from a collection of eight. There was much social unrest at the
time. When this collection was written, Du Fu had already retired from his position in the
government for seven years. This third poem uses the description of autumn sights to express

his feeling of unfulfilled aspiration.

Points to note in the translation:

11



1. I have translated ' as home or household. In modern Chinese, I is often used as a family
name. But according to Shuowen Jiezi, i also means the wall that encloses the city. A home

is also enclosed by walls. So Zf could also be understood as home or a house.

2.{57E: This phrase is also used in other Chinese classic texts. And it is used to mean

staying over two nights.

3. FLF%: Wuling was a city near the capital city Chang An.

4. BEHE cannot be interpreted by its literal meanings. In this verse, ¥ relates to clothing, and
JE relates to the size of the horse. In Chinese classics, B E is often explained as #§35 I,

light furs and plump horses. This can be found in the Yongye chapter of the Analects.

TR AT B A Implies that Du Fu’s former classmates were doing well with their career as

they lived near the capital and had a good material life.

4. Conlusion

Overall, translating ancient Chinese poetry can be very interesting but complicated at the
same time, as it delivers much room for imagination. Its language is refined and implicit,
often using succinct expressions to describe vast landscape, rich experiences and thoughts,

classic stories are sometimes cited too.

I think it is challenging for me to translate ancient Chinese poetry into English, because not
only do I need to accurately convey the meaning, but also meet the requirements of form,
structure and rhythm for English poetry. In the process of translation, I constantly strived to
achieve a balance of the two. However, I find my ability insufficient to fulfill all the
requirements, so in the end, my English translation seems to have focused on conveying the
true meaning of the original text. Those shortcomings in my translation would be the areas I

will work hard to improve in the future.
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