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Foreword
Outside of China, this translation by Fu-Shiang Chia of the 160 “Airs of the States” from the Shi Jing represents the first new, complete version to appear in English in well over half a century.
 In the nearly six decades since a new, full translation last appeared, China has emerged as a world superpower, and English has become the de facto global lingua franca. This epochal pair of events, which have coincided with the beginning of a new millennium, marked by waves of “globalization,” clearly cries out for an up-to-date trilingual text such as Chia’s. The most compelling justification for fresh translations of the Shi Jing, however, is the collection’s distinction as the oldest extant book of lyric poetry in world literature – parts dating back 3,000 years. This gathering of the most ancient written lyric poems in the entire human patrimony,
 stands as the headwaters, the fountainhead of all known human literary culture, which – in spite of such unparalleled antiquity and of its status as orature written down by contemporaries – has no taint of the primitive. A work of great sophistication, the Shi Jing should be available to all the world’s peoples for appreciation and study.


For more than 65 years, this translation of the “Airs of the States” from the Shi Jing has been percolating in the mind of Fu-Shiang Chia, the grandson of a Shandong area circuit judge and feng shui master who taught him the classics of the Chinese literary tradition. From the age of six, Fu-Shiang stood between a blackboard and his loving but severe grandfather, having to recite his lessons while fearing a whack from a bamboo pointer if he made an error. A few years later he became a teenage nomad, crisscrossing his chaotic homeland, barely finding enough food to keep body and poetic soul together. At age eighteen, in 1949, safe passage for him to Formosa/Taiwan as a soldier was arranged by an uncle.

After four months in the Nationalist army, Chia was allowed to go to high school, then on to the Taiwan Normal University as a biology student. When in high school he was imprisoned briefly, being suspected as a communist spy. Following his undergraduate degree, and after another stint in the army with the rank of lieutenant, he went on to graduate school in marine biology at the University of Washington in the United States. After a peripatetic early academic career in the USA and Britain, he eventually settled with his family in Canada, where he rose to distinction in his field – he was for a time ranked among the top ten natural scientists in Canada (measured by research grants) – combining his eminence in research and teaching with a distinguished administrative career, first as Chair of Zoology and then as Dean of the Faculty of Graduate Studies and Research at the University of Alberta, Canada’s second largest producer of PhDs. (He ended his formal career at the Hong Kong University of Science and Technology.)


For nearly a decade I was Dean Chia’s Senior Associate Dean, and Acting Dean during his absences from the Faculty for sabbatical and research and speaking stints. In spite of working closely with him on a daily basis, at least two years passed before he confided to me his secret double life as a poet.  Professors of literature – my academic home – often have “poems” urged upon them by naïve, innocent and usually talent-less undergraduates, and at times even by a graduate student or a colleague.  Such occasions frequently result in awkward moments. After reluctantly reading whatever was offered for the professional opinion of a critic and non-poet, I was usually armed with a comment or two that were diplomatically neutral, yet possibly complimentary. “There are some beautiful words here,” or “You’ve expressed some powerful emotions. Thanks for showing this to me; I don’t have time for more now, but keep writing,” etc.  It is difficult to be sincere, and with such personal things, bluntness is rarely justified. But when Fu-Shiang brought out a sheaf of poems one day, I felt cornered, for our relationship was always based on unmitigated honesty and truth. Yet when he began haltingly translating a poem about an octopus from Chinese into uncertain English, I found myself enthralled. My dear friend, whom we often introduced in a jocular way as “the world’s foremost expert on sex in the tidal seas,” was clearly a genuine poet. Thus began our study of poetry together, leading eventually to collaboration on a number of literary projects. Since that time, and especially since his retirement, Fu-Shiang’s stature as poet and philosophical essayist has grown beyond his reputation as a marine biologist and general ecologist.


Folk poetry has a very long shelf life, but when it is most fresh, i.e. newly composed, the author’s intentions are most discernible. Allusions in the Shi Jing to earlier songs in the popular canon surely exist, but are lost to us, since nothing prior to the Shi Jing has been found in writing. As folk poetry gathers antiquity, its roots become less evident and its meanings more obscure. Many of its features sink beneath the surface. An example from English language tradition is the ancient children’s rhyme, “Ring around the rosie,/ A pocket full of posies,/ Ashes, ashes,/ We all fall down.” This nursery rhyme maintains a lively place in our culture today as a dance song sung by groups of children holding hands, turning in a circle while they sing, ending with them all falling to the ground to giggle as they chant the final line. Scholars of folk literature have only recently rediscovered this rhyme’s original significance as a song about the bubonic plague that decimated Europe centuries ago. The line “Ring around the rosie” described a round pustule forming on the skin, itself enclosed in a red circle, as the disease announced itself to a victim. “A pocket full of posies” refers to a popular belief at the time, which prescribed pockets full of flowers as a shield against the plague. Finally, “Ashes, ashes,” expressed the practice of covering victims with ashes to render their illness less communicable at the time of their deaths – “We all fall down.”


There is no way to determine how many songs in the Shi Jing might have such depths, but likely they are many. Imagine if, by analogy, “Ring around the rosie” were Old English, translated into modern English and then into modern Chinese. If care were not taken to achieve the greatest philological accuracy possible, we might end with something in modern Chinese like “Circling in daisies…we tumble in the field,” and there would be no hope of retracing the meaning of the original. (Such admonitions are, of course, best directed at scholars of the original, classical language.) We must always keep in mind that translation is – when done well – also a labour of discovery and renewal. Undersurfaces and hidden or lost meanings lie like watermarks in the depths of paper, visible only under certain types of light. In keeping the songs alive, the long line of Chinese commentators on the Shi Jing have, as individuals and schools, speculated for centuries about historical and mythic meanings in them.


Translators making the Shi Jing available to the English world have of course benefited from the mountains of Chinese glosses and, in their own rights as scholars, have added insights. Arthur Waley has been universally and most deservedly recognized as the dean of their ranks. But Waley’s vast, meticulous erudition occasionally rendered songs more murky than clear, though it must be admitted that with some of the poems, clarity may never have been a quality, and with others, textual corruption has placed them forever beyond our understanding. Ezra Pound, the second most cited “translator” of the songs into English, constantly obscured both surfaces and depths by insisting on the precedence of music over meaning, thus enshrouding the Shi Jing in an unnecessary fog of multi-lingual word play, littering his adaptations with Greek, Latin, German, Italian, Provençal, early 20th century Black and White American slang and other languages, in many cases drowning the Chinese songs entirely in a stew of arcane English music.


By force of ignorance I leave it entirely to others to assess Fu-Shiang Chia’s skill in rendering the archaic, classical Chinese Shi Jing into contemporary Mandarin. The qualities of his English translations, however, are less mysterious. To describe his method and results in English, our watermark analogy is perhaps less apt than if we were to view the poems as deep water, illuminated by our contemporary skies. The light of our own historical, cultural context is reflected back at us, leaving us almost clueless about what may lie beneath. Fortunately, we are rescued from superficiality by this translator who, like a good photographer, systematically places various filters between the lens of his mind and the poetic object it registers, thus allowing us to see considerable depth and details beneath the mirror surface, all the while leaving enough above-the-water information to keep the poem meaningful to his contemporaries.


What are some of the “lenses” Chia uses? First, he is a naturalist. To him, proper biological nomenclature is not just a Confucian obligation. It is an imperative requiring accuracy, a fact which means that music must occasionally be subordinate to meaning. Whether the ubiquitous imagery of flora and fauna that informs so many of the songs of the Shi Jing carries scientific, sociological or even anthropological significance, Chia may not be able to tell us. But his insistence that accuracy be carried from ancient into modern Chinese, and further into contemporary English, ensures that the best possible reading involving these natural elements is guaranteed. Even lurking allegory – known or suspected – can be elucidated by strict, literal fidelity to originals.


Another filter applied by Chia, and by no other translator whose work I have assayed, is actually a filter removed, a scale lifted from the eye. Many translators targeting English have driven themselves to bewilderment by consulting as much as possible of the accumulation of centuries of Chinese exegesis on the Shi Jing that is available in European languages. Encrusted, sclerotic commentaries seem more important to many of these scholars than do the poems themselves. (Their efforts remind me of a comment made by J.S. Das Gupta, an esteemed colleague from India who – when evaluating German scholarship on Indian literatures – opined: “The Germans dive deeper and come up muddier than any other group.”) Though schooled in them by his grandfather decades ago, Chia has deliberately ignored these endless annotations, instead insisting on reading the songs without rummaging through their cultural baggage. This reliance on his own personal and deeply Chinese poetic filters has allowed him to see what others have often been blind to. The best examples of this show his sensitivity to the latent eroticism of many songs, an element which centuries of high-cultural, scholarly prudery has driven far beneath the surface of songs composed by less politically correct poets of humbler origins.


Sexuality has provoked anxiety among traditional exegetes, and remains as an irritant today in Chinese academia. Chia irreverently banishes such prejudices from his reading. It is obvious to him that at least some of the “Airs of the States” were composed during less conservative times. In subsequent eras, right down to the present, the erotic elements have been pushed underground in Chinese culture, moving them – at best – from manifest clarity to obscure latency, and – at worst – mandarins from the canonical gathering of poems – purged for specious moral rather than literary reasons. 


If Chinese readers have had barriers put between these poems and themselves through editing and manipulation by members of the literary establishment, the history of translations into English has been less homogeneous and not at all monolithic. Nevertheless, it is worth noting that the only published version of the “Airs” to come from China in recent times, contains only 40 of the 160 songs (Yea, Dai and Yang: see endnote one, below), and the only one of the “lascivious” songs that has been included (#23, “Dead Deer”), has been emasculated. Chia’s translations do little if anything to amplify sexual suggestiveness of the originals. His allegiance to truth has him merely bring it back out of closets and shadows through honest presentation.


Such updating of poetic material across time (diachronic), can also be required across space, within the same time frame (synchronic); thus Chia has in other publications, especially essays, shown how cross-cultural comparisons allow us to see what is latent in art of a more cloistered tradition than its own exegetical tradition has allowed. His own articles on sexuality, rather daringly explicit for the Chinese context in which they are anchored, will seem tame to westerners when once they are translated, but meanwhile their unapologetically manifest treatment of erotic suggestions will help raise the scholarly, institutional veil on latent content in much Chinese art, thus making what might be tired, fresh again.


For a poem or a translation to be effective it must provoke in a reader emotions similar to those the poet wished to elicit in his or her contemporaries. If the original evoked erotic sentiments in its audience, such sensations may die over time unless translations are updated into new registers required by new historical conditions and contexts. To illustrate this first from outside the domain of poetry, we can refer to fashion in garments. In one age, women might be covered from head to toe, with the mere exposure of an ankle piquing ardent desire in an observer. Certainly today, in most parts of our globe, considerably more exposure is necessary to attain the same result. Likewise in poetry. In an age of prudery and restriction, eroticism remains latent, as it often is in the Shi Jing and in its translations over the ages. Today, in order to render erotic undertones available to our more jaded world that is bathed in sexual imagery that far exceeds the bounds of some earlier eroticism, a translator has to make the latent content of old poetry more manifest. An ankle needs almost be made a bare breast in order to register on the eroticism scale at all.


I have dwelt here on the need to recover eroticism in the “Airs” as a primary justification for an entire retranslation of its fifteen books. There are, in addition, more mundane, compelling reasons for such an undertaking, and they are worthy of cursory review. As languages and cultures evolve, the potency of any translation inevitably begins to wane, until the point is reached when it has become stale, outmoded and ultimately incomprehensible. When poetic diction involves slang (which rapidly becomes obsolete), colloquialisms and proverbial speech (which often refer to vanishing customs) and cultural references to other ephemeral art or to changing mores, translations begin to sound off-key and require replacements, plus new annotations.


“Translation” – according to an old axiom – “is interpretation.” The qualities of the Chinese language in comparison to English, make this rule supremely pertinent to our inheritance of various versions of the “Airs.” Uninflected, Chinese is utterly terse, requiring context for clarification of subject, number, gender, tense, etc., and is far more allusive, ambiguous, oblique, elliptical and reserved than English. Chinese poems like the “Airs” leave much imaginative work for their readers to do. It should come as no surprise, therefore, that the same Chinese poem when translated into English can be about a woman rejecting or missing a man in the past in one translation, and about a man rejecting or missing a woman in the present in another. Only the accumulating totality of translations gradually reveals the multiplicity of potentials in the original.

Our contemporary preoccupation with gender bids us to dwell a moment on that issue in the Shi Jing. In most of the literature descending to us from human antiquity, literary activity seems to have been almost exclusively a male prerogative. Not so in the Shi Jing. Only one of the 160 poems/songs has a known author, and that is a woman, Mu-ji, who composed “My Wagon Flies” (#54) about 2,600 years ago. More significant is the fact that 46 poems “speak” from the voice of a female persona, almost exactly the number (48) that employ a male persona. 57 of the poems could be sung by either a male or a female, and 9 present males and females in dialogue. Furthermore, the balance between the sexes of personae is almost equal in 14 of the 15 States from which the “Airs” were collected. The long march toward gender parity which has taken place in world literature over many centuries must be admitted to be a recovery of our origins rather than a march of linear “progress,” for here in the earliest literature, gender parity existed, without a doubt.


Lee, Legge and Karlgren will always enjoy the distinction of having introduced the Anglophone world to these Chinese cultural monuments. Arthur Waley’s magnificent work will doubtless always be canonical, but his vocabulary has begun to yellow. Ezra Pound’s renditions, rife with idiosyncrasy, have never been comprehensible to common readers. Fu-Shiang Chia makes these poems once again contemporary, while preserving hints of their antiquity. He has not competed with his peers from other eras. Rather, his work complements theirs. His language is as lexically accurate as possible, and plain without being spare or un-poetic. When possible, he has used meter and other devices to remind us that these “Airs” were all, once upon a time, sung – and many danced – though their scores have been gone for ages. What his translations do not attempt is to find rigid forms in English (of which there are many) in which to express the strictly formulaic forms of the ancient Chinese sources. The poems have been made companionable for a 21st century audience, without sacrificing either their exotic foreignness or their careful specificity.

Truly, as Chia’s own introductory poem “Bridge” implies (it follows the “Table of Contents”, above), the twain of ancient East and modern West have met and joined hands in this volume. E.e. cummings wrote, “Poem: that which cannot be translated.” To paraphrase another honest poet whose topic was poetry, not translation, “a [translation] is never finished, it is abandoned.” Chia, like few others, proves that cummings was only partially correct. And we should be glad that although he may not have “finished” this work that has consumed him for four years, we are the beneficiaries of his refusal to abandon the project. Not all translators are like fighting bulls or protagonists of tragedies – destined to failure and extinction; they are noble because of attempting the impossible, without being fools.


I cannot “abandon” this “Foreword” without giving my opinion about which are Chia’s most successful efforts. #23, “Dead Deer” could be an original modern poem in English – so subtle and delicate, yet so direct. #71, “Wild Grapes” poignantly expresses the plight of so many women, trapped in lamentable marriages, no matter where or when in human history. #87, “Lift Your Gown,” has lovely ambiguity, while being playful, especially in comparison to other English versions. #99, “Sun at the East” rings true in its elemental simplicity. #113, “Big Rat” eloquently lambastes the parasites who live off near-slave labour, today and eons ago. #118, “Wedding Night” discretely, yet almost comically, portrays the enthusiastic intimacy of newly-weds. And #129, “Reeds” is hauntingly other-worldly, dreamlike in its insistence on essence rather than substance. Perhaps because of its feeling of modernity and timelessness, “Reeds” is my favourite of the entire collection; it should be frequently anthologized as a beacon guiding readers to the rest of the Shi Jing.

These, and many more poems here, merit inclusion in English as a Second Language courses (as well as in Chinese as a Second Language), and in anthologies of world literature: (It is with these pedagogical functions in mind that Fu-Shiang Chia has provided a CD with this volume, which presents the poems and their translations in the voices of trained speakers in both Chinese and English.) As China rises to global eminence in this century, its cultural heritage is becoming part of the necessary education of people around the globe, and for some time to come, English will be the medium through which it is accessed. Thus, although new translations of all works important to a new, global culture must be regularly undertaken in order for cross-cultural understanding and multi-cultural cohesion to be assured, this work of Fu-Shiang Chia seems destined for a long, vital life.
Stephen H. Arnold, Professor Emeritus

Former Chair, Department of Comparative Literature and Film Studies

The University of Alberta

� Apparently many versions in modern Chinese have appeared, though likely none have had the same set of principles applied to them as the ones Chia chose to guide his work, in both Chinese and in English – principles which will be elucidated later in this “Foreword.”





	The first known translation of the Shi Jing into English was Jacob Lee’s in his The Chinese Classics, published from 1861-1871 in Hong Kong. The earliest version I have consulted is James Legge’s The She King or the Book of Poetry. The Chinese Classics, vol. 4 , 1871 (rpt. 1898) (place and publisher, unknown). In 1960 it was reprinted by Hong Kong University Press, and again in an edition by Wen Zhi Zhe chu pan she (Taiwan, 1971). The Legge text consulted here was an electronic, machine-readable version created by Xuepen Sun and Xiaoqiuan Zeng at the University of Virginia, publicly accessible from � HYPERLINK "URL:http://etext.lib.virginia.edu/chinese" ��URL:http://etext.lib.virginia.edu/chinese� (1998).





	Ezra Pound’s complete 1936 (?) translation – Shih-ching: The Classic Anthology Defined by Confucius – has been reprinted numerous times by Harvard University Press since its initial publication there in 1954.





	Arthur Waley’s The Book of Songs: The Ancient Chinese Classic of Poetry first appeared in 1937 (parts having been published as early as 1919), and has been several times re-edited by Grove Press, most recently in 1996. Waley’s bibliography, updated by Joseph R. Allen in recent Grove editions, lists:





	Bernhard Karlgren’s The Book of Odes: Chinese Text, Transcription, and Translation as published in 1950 in Stockholm by the Museum of Far Eastern Antiquities. The date of its original publication is unknown; however, its “Guide to Pronunciation” is cited by Ezra Pound in his 1936 translation.





	Most recently, The Book of Songs: A Chinese Selection of Ancient Poems (Chinese-English), ed. Yea, Mong, translated by Dai, Nai-Xien and Yang, Xian came out in 2001 from the Foreign Language Publishing Company, Beijing. It contains only 40 of the 160 “Airs of the States” – sufficient, however, to warrant comparative translation study.











� The only possible contenders for this distinction are the Hebrew Old Testament’s “Song of Solomon” – a religious lyric – and the Rig Veda – ancient Sanskrit hymns – religious poems. But the Shi Jing is unchallenged as the oldest extant collection of written, secular lyrics.











� A few examples from English translators’ treatment of erotic elements in the “Airs” should suffice to illustrate these points.





	“Air” # 29 is about seduction and abandonment…


		Legge’s late Victorian version betrays the squeamishness one might predict, by nearly obscuring the matter altogether: “…the man,/ With virtuous words, but not really good./ …Would he then allow me to be forgotten?” Waley’s approach is hardly more direct, and he employs the mildly archaic verb “requited”: “Better if he had not requited me./…/ How should he be true?/ He requited me, but did not follow up.” Pound shows unusual reserve: “…his like of evil reputation?/ …forgetting love?” Chia remains delicate, but far more direct: “How can such a person exist? He has no moral sense./ …he has forgotten me completely./ …He is not true to me.”





	“Air” # 45, on the same subject, receives similar treatment. Legge: “He was my only one;/ And I swear that till death I will not do the evil thing.” Waley: “He swore that truly he was my mate,/ And till death would not fail me./ …That a man could be so false!” Pound, using the word “bull” (blatantly sexual), pulls back into utter obscurity, using – for the sake of making a rhyme – the word “traist,” a word unknown to modern English: “My bull till death he were,/…/ Shall no one be traist?!” Yea, Dai and Yang, in 2001, do not come close to the poem’s clear expression of sexual transgression: “Too much indignity I’ve been treated with./ …/ My heart stained with sorrow,/ Cannot be washed clean like dirty clothes.” Chia, typically, suggests human and moral complexity: “The … man … is my dearest./ I swear I will never change my mind./ Heavens, mother! Why don’t you understand?”





	“Air #23. Legge reached the limits of Victorian boldness: “There is a young lady with thoughts natural to the spring,/ And a fine gentleman would lead her astray.” Waley, for once, heads right into the bush: “There was a lady longing for the spring;/ A fair knight seduced her.” Pound also calls a spade a spade: “A melancholy maid in spring is luck for lovers./ … / dead as doe is maidenhood.” Yea, Dai and Yang rise at least to suggest passion: “A girl is longing for love,/ A fine fellow tempts her.” Chia, rather than rely on the graphic final stanza to make seduction obvious, suggests it subtly in advance: “A sensual young maiden,/ … / An oak tree deep in soft woods” – a clearly coital image.
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