EN703: WRITER’S WORLD

QUESTIONS OF TRANSLATION

TRANSLATIONS FROM THE CHINESE

Ezra Pound, Cathay  1916

 

‘Pound's best-loved collection of poems ... and one of the best collections of poetry to respond, however obliquely, to the Great War.’
etext Cathay
http://www.paintedricecakes.org/languagearts/poetry/cathay_pound.html

I. CONTEXT: NINETEENTH CENTURY ORIENTALISM AND ITS LEGACY

1. Macaulay’s minute on Indian Education 1835

Assumes that:

a) Culture is related to ‘history’ - understood as predicated on Enlightenment progress 

b) that culture and education work hand in hand to further the interests of the State and to bring communities into the ‘civilised’ world 

c) because of progress older literatures have now been outdated (Egypt; Russia) and they were only full of meaningless superstition anyway

d) ‘the West’ is in advance of ‘the East’ and their culture is at the level of our past

e) the mass of ‘native’ populations speak only worthless ‘dialects’  

f) if we native culture and literature are taught this may result eventually in mass insurrection 

2. Fitzgerald’s Rubayat and sensual spirituality 

The widespread nineteenth-century fascination with ‘the Orient’ as a place of languid sensuality compared to the ‘prosaic’ English. Hugely popular ‘translations’ from the Persian

3. Children of the Empire: Helen Waddell 

Wadell was born in 1889 to British missionary parents in Tokyo, the youngest child in a family of ten. Her Lyrics from the Chinese (1913) was heavily influenced by Legge. Strong similarities with the way the Rubayat is translated. Compare both to Pound.

II. MODERNIST RESPONSES 

1. Alternative traditions and voices: rethinking ‘Tradition and the Individual Talent’; against didacticism; Pound and the Art of Translation

2. Searching for a new poetics: a new Orientalism 

3. Refuting enlightenment order and prosody: Chinese poetry and Imagism (see also Hugh Kennar and the relation between Chinese poetry and Battleship Potempkin) 

4. New relations between Art, war and politics: Cathay as first World War poetry. Neither orientalist escape (re Fitzgerald, Wadell) nor irrelevant to the development of civilisation (re Macaulay) but a mark of the value of art to express truths impossible in rational/scientific prose.

I. CONTEXT: NINETEENTH CENTURY ORIENTALISM AND ITS LEGACY

KEY PASSAGES

1. Minute by the Hon'ble T. B. Macaulay, dated the 2nd February 1835.

[8] All parties seem to be agreed on one point, that the dialects commonly spoken among the natives of this part of India contain neither literary nor scientific information, and are moreover so poor and rude that, until they are enriched from some other quarter, it will not be easy to translate any valuable work into them. . 

[10] I have no knowledge of either Sanscrit or Arabic. But I have done what I could to form a correct estimate of their value. I have read translations of the most celebrated Arabic and Sanscrit works. I have conversed, both here and at home, with men distinguished by their proficiency in the Eastern tongues. I am quite ready to take the oriental learning at the valuation of the orientalists themselves. I have never found one among them who could deny that a single shelf of a good European library was worth the whole native literature of India and Arabia. The intrinsic superiority of the Western literature is indeed fully admitted by those members of the committee who support the oriental plan of education. 

[12] Whoever knows that language [English] has ready access to all the vast intellectual wealth which all the wisest nations of the earth have created and hoarded in the course of ninety generations. It may safely be said that the literature now extant in that language is of greater value than all the literature which three hundred years ago was extant in all the languages of the world together.
[15] The first instance to which I refer is the great revival of letters among the Western nations at the close of the fifteenth and the beginning of the sixteenth century. At that time almost everything that was worth reading was contained in the writings of the ancient Greeks and Romans. Had our ancestors acted as the Committee of Public Instruction has hitherto noted, had they neglected the language of Thucydides and Plato, and the language of Cicero and Tacitus, had they confined their attention to the old dialects of our own island, had they printed nothing and taught nothing at the universities but chronicles in Anglo-Saxon and romances in Norman French, --would England ever have been what she now is? What the Greek and Latin were to the contemporaries of More and Ascham, our tongue is to the people of India. The literature of England is now more valuable than that of classical antiquity. I doubt whether the Sanscrit literature be as valuable as that of our Saxon and Norman progenitors. In some departments-- in history for example-- I am certain that it is much less so.
FULL MINUTE: http://www.columbia.edu/itc/mealac/pritchett/00generallinks/macaulay/txt_minute_education_1835.html
2. Edward Fitzgerald, The Rubaiyat of Omar Khayyam, (1859)

I.

Awake! for Morning in the Bowl of Night

 Has flung the Stone that puts the Stars to Flight:

   And Lo! the Hunter of the East has caught

 The Sultan's Turret in a Noose of Light.

II.

 Dreaming when Dawn's Left Hand was in the Sky

 I heard a Voice within the Tavern cry,

   "Awake, my Little ones, and fill the Cup

 Before Life's Liquor in its Cup be dry."

III.

 And, as the Cock crew, those who stood before

 The Tavern shouted--"Open then the Door.

   You know how little while we have to stay,

 And, once departed, may return no more."

IV.

 Now the New Year reviving old Desires,

 The thoughtful Soul to Solitude retires,

   Where the WHITE HAND OF MOSES on the Bough

 Puts out, and Jesus from the Ground suspires.

V.

 Iram indeed is gone with all its Rose,

 And Jamshyd's Sev'n-ring'd Cup where no one knows;

   But still the Vine her ancient Ruby yields,

 And still a Garden by the Water blows.

VI.

 And David's Lips are lock't; but in divine

 High piping Pelevi, with "Wine!  Wine!  Wine!

   Red Wine!"--the Nightingale cries to the Rose

 That yellow Cheek of hers to'incarnadine.

VII.

 Come, fill the Cup, and in the Fire of Spring

 The Winter Garment of Repentance fling:

   The Bird of Time has but a little way

 To fly--and Lo! the Bird is on the Wing.

FULL TEXT: http://www.gutenberg.org/files/246/246.txt
3. Helen Waddell Lyrics from the Chinese 

I Written in B.C. 718. It is the Chinese rendering of 'the world well lost.' Possibly, as one Yen Ts'an of the thirteenth century insists, 'intended to show the error of licentious connections.

 THE gourd has still its bitter leaves,
And deep the crossing at the ford.
         I wait my lord.

The ford is brimming to its banks;
The pheasant cries upon her mate.
         My lord is late.

The boatman still keeps beckoning,
And others reach their journey's end.
         I wait my friend.
II Written B.C. 826. It is inconsistent with the finest ideal of chastity that a Chinese woman should break her perpetual widowhood.

AH, let it drift, that boat of cypress wood,
       There in the middle of the Ho.
       He was my mate,
And until death I will go desolate.
Ah Mother! God!
How is it that ye will not understand?

Ah, let it drift, that boat of cypress wood,
       There in the middle of the Ho.
       He was my King.
I swear I will not do this evil thing.
Ah Mother! God!
How is it that ye will not understand?
III Written in the twelfth century before Christ. It is possibly the oldest drinking-song in the world 

THE dew is heavy on the grass,
     At last the sun is set.
Fill up, fill up the cups of jade,
     The night's before us yet!

All night the dew will heavy lie
     Upon the grass and clover.
Too soon, too soon, the dew will dry,
     Too soon the night be over!

FULL TEXTS:  http://digital.library.upenn.edu/women/waddell/lyrics/lyrics.html
II. the value of translation for the writer
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ANTONY TATLOW

Stalking the Dragon:
Pound, Waley, and Brecht

WO OF THE MOST important poets of our time, Ezra Pound
and Bertolt Brecht, translated and learned from Chinese poetry.
Their translations bear unmistakably the stamp of their own personali-
ties and yet these translations demonstrably exercised some influence on
the direction of their subsequent work. His translations were more
important for Pound, partly because he made them at a much earlier
stage in his development as a poet than did Brecht. The question of the
relationship between Pound’s own poetry and Chinese and Japanese
verse is as fascinating as it is involved. In this article I shall discuss
only those facets of this relationship which are germane to my subject,
a comparison of some aspects of Pound’s, Arthur Waley’s, and Brecht’s
approaches to the translation of Chinese poetry; I shall not touch on
Pound’s post-Cathay translations. Curiously, neither of the two special-
ist investigations into the question of the relationship between Pound’s
poetry and Japanese and Chinese verse discusses the Japanese influence
on Pound’s versions of Chinese poems.! A comparative study of the
methods and consequences of Pound’s and Brecht’s assimilation and
interpretation of Chinese and Japanese material would be extremely
interesting: not primarily because of the poetry, but for the way in
which their use of Chinese philosophy reveals divergent attitudes
toward tradition. The interpretation of tradition was of urgent concern
to both writers, though their views were in many respects diametrically
opposed.
Because of this community of interest, I am sure that many critics
have felt that there must be something more than a fortuitous connec-
tion between the work of Brecht and Pound, though to my knowledge

1Earl Miner, The Japanese Tradition in British and American Literature
(Princeton, 1959). Yip Wai-lim, Ezra Pound’s Cathay (Princeton, 1969).
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2. Searching for a new poetics: a new Orientalism 

(i) Critics and commentators have often emphasized the direct influence of Chinese poetry upon the theory and practice of Imagism, attributing to Imagist poets in general and Ezra Pound in particular the perception in Chinese poetry of the essential qualities and principles for rejuvenating English poetry in the early decades of the century. ...the notes scholar A.C.Graham observes, ‘The art of translating Chinese poetry is a by-produce of the Imagist movement, first exhibited in Ezra Pound’s Cathay (1915) 

... Graham thus echoes T.S Eliot’s judgement in 1928 that  ‘Chinese Poetry, as we know it today, is something invented by Ezra Pound.’* (Xie, p.3)

[* Introduction Selected Poems of Ezra Pound, 1928, xvi]
Pound’s Cathay enterprise coincided with his move towards Vorticism. His initial choices of nearly 150 poems were made under the impact of his Vorticist notion of the Image. In Li Po and other Chinese poets he found a model that at once mirrored and challenged his developing poetics. In his 1918 essay on ‘Chinese Poetry,’ he makes it clear that he translated Chinese poetry precisely ‘because Chinese poetry has certain qualities of vivid presentation; and because certain Chinese poets have been content to set forth their matter without moralizing and without comment’ (EPPP 3.84)
Zhaoming Qian, The Ezra Pound Encyclopedia ed Demetres P. Tryphonopoulos and Stephen J. Adams, (Westport, Connecticut: Greenwood Press, 2005), p.53
3. Refuting enlightenment order and prosody: Chinese poetry and Imagism 

(i) a corpus of translations or adaptations from the Chinese can itself become an invisible tradition and establish for the western reader a particular mode of poetic perception and canon of composition. Writing in 1965, Donald Davie offered a salutary warning that ‘there is a sort of illusion (a very happy one, of course) which explains why Chinese poetry so often reads well in English dress’: ‘The quality of Chinese poetry is exactly that quality which our poetry, in the present century, has adapted itself  specifically to secure. In particular, one of the 20th-century English poetic styles, imagist vers libre, might have been (and in fact it partly was) devised deliberately to give the translator from the Chinese just what he wants and needs to perform intelligently.’ 
(Xie, p.4)

(ii)  [In several of the] Cathay poems, Pound has gone ... beneath Fenellosa’s fragmented notes and recaptured for us much of the original poetic charm and energy. Pound is able to do so partly because he and the Chinese poets share a poetics of reticence and partly because in rendering the pieces he rightly focuses on reproducing the whole image instead of local details. 

...

Pound created a proper vehicle for getting Chinese poets across to his contemporaries, disregarding their ‘rhymes’ and ‘tones’ while following their verbal constructions and methods of presentation. Succeeding translators of Chinese poetry from Arthur Waley to Gary Snyder all owe a debt to Pound for providing a sound model. Nonetheless Cathay should not be seen merely as a translation. After all, it played a positive role in the evolution of Pound’s modernist poetics, and it was in Cathay that he completed his adaptation of a poetic idiom for The Cantos. 

(Qian entry, The Ezra Pound Encyclopedia p.54) 















example poem from Cathay





THE BEAUTIFUL TOILET��Blue, blue is the grass about the river�And the willows have overfilled the close garden.�And within, the mistress, in the midmost of her youth,�White, white of face, hesitates, passing the door.�Slender. she puts forth a slender hand;��And she was a courtezan in the old days,�And she has married a sot,�Who now goes drunkenly out�And leaves her too much alone.
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