INTRODUCTION

Over 2,600 years ago the lower part of the Yellow River, including Shannxi, Shanxi, Henan, Shandong and Hebei Provinces, was all in the territory of the Zhou dynasty. It was a fertile land with well-educated people, but the politics of the age were chaotic, and wars incessant. During this wealthy period of upheaval, the people living in the hills and valleys and along the banks of rivers expressed their hopes, dreams and daily reality in poems, bequeathing them to us as the 160 “Airs of the States” in the Shi Jing. After 2,600 years, these poems/songs remain in perfect order. Is this not a miracle of Chinese literature?

The Shi Jing consists of three parts: “Airs of the States,” “Odes,” and “Hymns.” I have spent the last three and a half years translating the 160 poems of the “Airs of the States” into modern Chinese as well as into English. This is the largest enterprise I have ever undertaken in my entire scholarly life.

1) Why did I translate the Shi Jing?
My motive was the hope that Chinese people today can appreciate the oldest poems in Chinese. I also hoped that westerners might appreciate these fine examples of ancient Chinese literature. But during this long period of translating, the strongest force that motivated me was the great happiness I felt in returning their voices to ancient poets.


When I was seven years old, I entered a private academy in my village in Shandong province. There I was attracted by famous lines from the Shi Jing such as: “A young peach tree, with flowers aflame” (poem #6), or “Man with the blue collar, I have been thinking of you” (#91), and “Through another night of wind and rain, roosters remain restless” (#90). When I was an undergraduate and graduate student in universities, I was majoring in science, and rarely had a chance to read the Shi Jing. Later, while I was busying myself for forty years as a university professor – teaching, doing research and being active in administration, it was only when I was traveling long distances that I would take out my only copy of the Shi Jing to keep me company, one that had been published in Taiwan in 1964. After my retirement I began to read the Shi Jing again, so this translation of the book is the fulfillment of an old dream. An in-depth study of the Chinese classics, in preparation for this task, and the translation itself were great challenges to my own abilities.

2) How did I translate the Shi Jing?

Beginning in June 2002, I wrote a column in the Chinese Journal Weekly (Edmonton, Canada), under the title “From Mulberry Leaves to Silk,” in which I translated one poem per week. That is when I began to realize how difficult it is to do translations. “From Mulberry Leaves to Silk” is a phrase borrowed from Professor Yu Ing-shi, who was describing the attitude of the most famous Chinese translator in history, Yang-fu. Mulberry leaves, when eaten by silk worms, have to be completely digested by going through a long series of enzymatic actions, which eventually transform them into silk. The poem “Small War-Chariot” (#128) in the “Airs of Yong,” took me three years to translate. It had to be edited more than ten times. To complete the task, I even went to Taiwan to examine a replica of a Chin dynasty war chariot in the Library of the National Chiao Tung University. Even now that I have finished, I am still not happy with the result.

Translation of the poem “Kingfisher” (#1, in “Airs of Zhou-nan”), lasted for two years. In the references available to me, I examined twenty one translations of the bird name “ju-jiou” (four into English and seventeen into modern Chinese), finding that six people translated “ju-jiou” as “waterbird”; but there are more than 100 species of water birds. Two people translated it as “duck,” yet there are many species of ducks. Four persons did not translate it, keeping the original Chinese name. Nine people translated it as “fish hawk.” I have observed and read about a number of birds which feed on fish. Not one makes the noise “Guan, guan,” the first two characters of the first poem of the Shi Jing. “Fish hawk” and “osprey” are the most common English translations of  the “ju-jiou” in the poem, but these are eagle-like birds, strong predators which prefer to stay on the tops of trees. Such birds are properly compared with a soldier, but not with a young girl gathering watercress. The kingfisher, on the other hand, is a relatively small and beautiful fish eating bird. When it flies, it keeps just above the water, up and down; its motions, size and beauty resemble the young woman in the first poem, who is collecting watercress left and right in the stream. It is possible that a kingfisher inspired the poet (or his persona), who offered his love to this young woman, a love so urgent that he could not sleep. So I decided to translate “ju-jiou” as kingfisher.

I am not trained in the field of literature. I have never read the original “Preface” to the Shi Jing,  nor have I read Cheng’s commentaries and Zhuxi’s interpretations from the East Han and Song dynasties. Furthermore, I am not well versed in the philological and etymological studies from the period of the Ching dynasty. When I read the Shi Jing, I look at it as if observing a naked baby, smiling or crying. My portrayal of this baby and my interpretation of its utterances are based on my own life experience and intuition. The old meanings of some words may have escaped me, so often I have had to make guesses. How so? I was trained for a long time to make educated guesses. During the first part of the Second World War, when I was seven or eight, I often read romantic stories by candlelight for my mother. Many words were new to me. My mother was illiterate, so the two of us tried to guess the meaning of troublesome words until we felt confident that we understood the story. The reality is, I believe, that many Shi Jing scholars and translators have also made many guesses and these have accumulated throughout the years by repetition in many books. We don’t honestly know the names of the poets or the editors of these precious poems, and no one can be confident about the poems’ original meanings.

My profession is biology. Thus it is to be expected that I have some knowledge – as well as feelings – about grasses, flowers, fish in the water, birds in the air, insects and animals on the earth. I believe that when the poets who wrote these poems invoked the names of grasses, leaves, birds, insects and other natural beings, they also had knowledge and intimate feelings about them.
 In the “Airs of the States,” only a few poems contain no names of animals or plants. Through a rough calculation I found 412 plant or animal names mentioned; 143 herbs; 122 trees; 69 mammals; 52 birds; 25 insects and 1 amphibian. Why would an ancient poet be any less precise than a modern poet when naming an element of our natural environment? To adopt this attitude when translating would be tantamount to taking no care at all to distinguish a carriage from a chariot or a boat from a raft. We owe our ancient poets respect, and this obliges us to take care with the names they gave to natural objects and beings.

My process of translation involves holding the original text in front of me, reading it again and again, thinking about it over and over and deferring translation until I think I understand what I am going to take from one language to another. When done with a draft, I put it in a drawer for at least a week. While it is there, I consult the more than twenty reference works I have on the Shi Jing in my study. Then I rework my translation before submitting it for publication in the Chinese Journal Weekly.

My original plan was to deliver this manuscript of translations of the totality of the “Airs of the States” to the publisher in the winter of 2005. But I became ill during this period. On my sick bed I read my translations one more time and realized that I had often been too loyal to the three basic principles of translation: fidelity, readability and beauty, yet sometimes losing that indescribable essence of what is called poetry. So I decided to retranslate all of the poems. At the same time, I asked Mr. Li Fu-jing’s help in proofreading the Chinese sections. My wife, Sharon, and my good friend Professor Stephen Arnold proofread the English. Miss Heather Cheng from Wenzao College in Kaohsiung, Taiwan, proofread both the Chinese and English. She has also been responsible for the typing and organization of the manuscript. I, myself, have been responsible for the final proofreading. It should also be especially noted that Stephen Arnold and I have spent many hours talking and arguing over many cups of coffee, never letting a single poem go without feeling it had been justly treated. (Arnold taught modern poetry in universities for more than a quarter century.) In this way I not only learned some translation skills, I also studied much poetry in English from many countries.

3) Localities of the “Airs of the States”
Among the fifteen “Airs of the States,” “Airs of Zhao-nan” and “Airs of Wang” are the names of districts that are not the names of States. Each one of them consisted of parts of several small states, but all were in the province of Henan. Zhou-nan includes part of Hubei of the Han River district. Zhao-nan includes part of Gansu of the Tian River district.  The remaining twelve are the names of States, whose borders are not clear. In general, the “Airs of Bei,” the “Airs of Yong,” and the “Airs of Wei” are all from the present province of Henan. The “Airs of Zheng,” “Airs of Chen” and “Airs of Kuai” are also from the province of Henan. The “Airs of Qin” are from the furthest point west, in the province of Gansu. The “Airs of Qi” and the “Airs of Cao” are from the province of Shandong. The “Airs of Wey” and the “Airs of Tang” are from the present province of Shanxi. The “Airs of Bin” are from the province of Shannxi. Therefore, within the fifteen groupings of “Airs of the States,” three districts and six states are in Henan, two in Shandong, one in Shannxi and one in Gansu. The customs and dialects of these provinces are rather similar, even though a great many changes have taken place in 2,600 years. The language and stories of old are sometimes still traceable. Therefore as a translator, I have the advantage of having been born – and  having grown  up in – Shandong. 

4) Authors and Editors of the Shi Jing
The oldest poem of the “Airs of the States” is usually dated around 3,000 years ago, from the beginning of the Zhou dynasty. The last, most recent poem, is believed to be #144 (“Zhu-lin”),  2,600 years old. Therefore the 160 poems in the “Airs of the States” were collected over a period of about half a millenium from across an area over 1,000  kilometers wide. How were the poems selected and edited? The most probable scenario derives from the love of singing and dancing in the courts of the King of Zhou and the Lords of the various States. They often sent “Feng People” (or “Walking People”) – low ranked officials (usually illiterate men over sixty years old, and women over fifty, who had excellent memories)  – to walk through villages, ringing bells or sounding drums, to gather people from whom they would collect folk songs. The songs were then transmitted to the Music Officer in their individual States. These Music Officers would select and edit texts, which would be presented in concert within the State palaces. Finally, they submitted the collected songs to the Grand Music Officer who resided at the King’s palace. These Grand Music Officers would reselect songs and edit their texts again, for use as teaching texts. Of course the Feng People, the Music Officers and the Grand Music Officers could write poems themselves. Therefore the sources of the Shi Jing are twofold: one, from folksongs, and two, from officials of the State. The 305 poems that make up the corpus of the Shi Jing were likely selected from among thousands.

5) Brief History of the Shi Jing
During the middle period of the “Autumn” and “Spring” periods, when Confucius was visiting many States, and when he already had more than 3,000 disciples, the Shi Jing already existed. It is also the most important textbook for his teachings. From it, he developed “Jing,” the rules of governing. He said there were three major functions of “Shi” (“poems”): 1) training in: expression of feelings; observation; comradeship or team spirit; and critical thinking; 2) to teach people how to respect their parents and be loyal to the State; and 3) the teaching and learning of the names of animals and plants, and how to get closer to nature. During the Qin dynasty (221 – 205 BC), all books were burned.

When the Western Han dynasty (206 BC – 24 AD) rescinded the book burning orders, the Shi Jing, being folksongs, was quickly and easily recovered from the people’s memories. Three interpretive schools of the Shi Jing became established in three books, written in the vernacular of the time: Lu shi, Qi shi and Han shi, collectively called the “modern language” Shi Jing. Later a fourth book, written with the ancient characters appeared; it was the Mao shi, and was called the “Old language shi.” Many of the books published today about the Shi Jing are based on the text and interpretations of the Mao shi.

During the East Han dynasty (25 – 220 AD), there was a great scholar, Cheng Xian, who knew both the current and ancient languages, who wrote the “Commentaries” for the Mao shi. About the same time, another scholar, Wei Hung, wrote the “Preface” to the Shi Jing. His preface for the entire book is called the “Greater Preface,” and the preface for each poem was called the “Little Preface.” The “Little Prefaces” are, in fact, analyses of the meanings of the poems. The major contribution made by the “Preface” was to call attention to six elements of the Shi Jing: “The Airs of the States,” “Odes” and “Hymns” (the Shi Jing’s three sections) and the three styles of writing or methods of expression:  “fu” (narrative), “bi” (similies or explicit comparisons) and “xing” (metaphor or implied comparisons). After 3,000 long years, modern Chinese poets still cannot escape the three styles of fu, bi and xing. Cheng’s commentaries and Wei’s “Preface” ensure the perpetuation of the Mao shi. The other three books (Lu shi, Qi shi and Han shi) have slowly disappeared.

During the Tang dynasty (618 – 907 AD), there were a number of people who commented on the Shi Jing, but they were all followers of the traditions of Confucius, of Cheng’s commentaries, and Hung’s “Preface.” There was little new contribution, except by the poet Lu Ji, who concentrated on explaining the names of flora and fauna. During the Song dynasty (960 – 1279 AD), Mr. Zhuxi, another great scholar, revolutionized the meanings of the Shi Jing by removing it from the tradition of moral discussion and returning it to the realm of literature. For more than half a century, most people who studied the Shi Jing were basically disciples of Zhuxi. During the Qing dynasty (1644 – 1911 AD), scholars concentrated mainly on philology, but there were some brilliant commentators who revolutionized the previous understanding of the Shi Jing by bringing it back much closer to the study of literature as literature. During the Republics (1911 – today), many scholars such as Hu Shi, Fu Si-ning, Weng Yi-duo and others have expressed their own opinions about the Shi Jing by publishing lecture notes from their teachings. At the same time, several western scholars began to translate the Shi Jing, but most of them have lacked an in-depth understanding of the Chinese classics. Their translations remain at some distance from the original text.

During the past fifty years, many universities in Taiwan have developed departments of Chinese literature. They have also established Masters and Doctoral programs, and many theses and textbooks related to the Shi Jing have been published. In mainland China, translation of the Chinese classics has been very popular during the past decade. In the year 2,000, I went to a bookstore near Beijing University, where I bought sixteen translations of the Shi Jing into modern Chinese.

6) Concluding Remarks
Currently there are many translations of the Shi Jing into modern Chinese available on the market. Some contain only the original texts and explanations of old terms. Some contain original texts, definitions of terms and exegetical remarks. Still others contain the original text, explanations of terms, exegetical commentary, translations into modern Chinese, critiques and ancient rhymes. The explanations of terms in these tomes are largely copied from each other, as are “research results,” borrowed from the accumulation of 2,000 years of scholarship. All Shi Jing scholars of today agree that the “Little Preface” of the East Han dynasty “cut the toes to fit the shoes,” i.e. its points are nearly all wrong, and it is mainly a recounting of stories and historic events that have nothing to do with the poems. “Scholarly” commentaries accompanying many contemporary translations do little more than recycle the “Little Preface,” before disputing it. The translators then write their own ideas about the poems, but basically in the same vein as found in the “Little Preface.” The same old bottle is refilled with different liquour. The differences between these “interpretations” derive from the backgrounds of the translators. Each discussion of a poem spells out clearly to the reader what the poem is meant to mean. The translators are leading readers by the nose to the places they want them to go. It does not seem to occur to them that a poem is meant to be felt, to evoke feelings and perceptions. 
The true spirit of poetry is to provoke different meanings in different readers. Of course one cannot read a poem as if catching wind and shadows, a purely idiosyncratic reading which is irrelevant to the poem’s original meaning. There are “demanded” readings, and they require study, contemplation and the understanding of contexts, intended audiences, forms and functions. Only then can a “good” reading become possible. Less rigorous readings are acceptable, but they still require a reader’s imagination to be guided by the poem’s literary elements, and not by purely personal associations. I believe the reader should carefully study a poem, try to understand the beauty, the music, the plural meanings of words, the imagery and the meanings generated between the lines. The reader must pay attention to the structure of the poem, and to the plurality of its contributing, literary features. By approaching the Shi Jing in this manner, we will return it to the realm of poetry, restore its rich life and potential, and make it a bridge between the ages and between cultures.

� Refer to my poem “Bridge,” above, in both Chinese and in its English translation, following the “Table of Contents.” See also an abstract of my article “Evening Reading of ‘Reeds’,” in “Appendix 1”.


� Refer to “Appendix 2,” below, and English abstract of my article “Is ‘To Learn the Names of Birds, Beasts, Grasses and Trees’ Unimportant?” This title was the third benefit Confucius said would be gained from study of the Shi Jing.
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