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Abstract  This article begins by articulating a new perspective on the 
translation of Chinese poetry, arguing that the most important of the three 
well-known “difficulties” in the translation of Chinese poetry outlined by Yan Fu 
嚴複 (1854–1921)—namely, faithfulness (xin 信), conveyance (da 達), and 
elegance (ya 雅)—should in fact be the one that is least often discussed, da. The 
author principally interprets da as “conveying” the mood and then the meaning 
of the original work into the target language. This position is then illustrated by 
specific examples from Lu Xun’s (1881–1936) emotive and highly allusive 
classical-style poetry, engaging issues regarding its annotation, exegesis, and 
translation which have arisen in Chinese literary and scholarly circles. The author 
suggests that since the deployment of affective images has often been designated 
as an essential and distinguishing characteristic of Chinese poetry, the translation 
of Chinese poetry into Western languages must make an effort to engage with the 
original images—not simply resorting to paraphrases or substitutions—and 
concludes that poetry in translation can and does have important and lasting 
effects on the literature of the target language. 
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Late-Qing Translation and Cultural Adaptation 

The present article attempts to articulate a broad perspective on the translation of 
classical Chinese poetry, coming as I do out of Chinese Studies, but at times 
interacting with, or at least attempting to interact with, a broader readership. The 
discussion will be expanded with a number of examples from issues surrounding 
the translation, annotation, and exegesis of Lu Xun’s (1881−1936) classical-style 
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poetry, which have arisen over the last eighty and more years1 and on which 
subject I have published a monograph, The Lyrical Lu Xun.2 

The two most celebrated Chinese translators of the nineteenth century were 
Yan Fu 嚴複 (1853–1921) and Lin Shu 林紓 (1852–1924), then better known 
by his cognomen (zi 字), Lin Qin’nan 林琴南. Lin Shu rendered popular fiction 
into Chinese and Yan Fu translated scholarly works such as T. H. Huxley’s 
Evolution and Ethics, which he adapted into elegant classical Chinese as On 
Heavenly [i.e. Natural] Evolution (Tianyan lun 天演論 ). Lin Shu began 
translating in 1897 at the suggestion of a friend, Wang Shouchang 王壽昌 
(1864–1926). He did not know any foreign languages, but rather worked with a 
series of linguistic “informants” (the first of who was Wang Shouchang himself, 
a returned student from France) who helped translate stories to him orally.3 Lin 
then re-wrote them into an elegant style of classical Chinese. As Lin Shu 
described the process himself: 

 
予不審西文，其勉強廁身於譯界者，恃二三君子，為餘口述其詞，餘耳受而手

追之，聲已筆止，日區四小時，得文字六千言。其間疵謬百出，乃蒙海內名公，

不鄙穢其徑率而收之，此予之大幸也。 
I do not know Western languages—that I have been able to force my entry 
into the world of translation has been solely due to my reliance on two or 
three gentlemen who orally interpret the texts for me. My ears perceive and 
my hand follows, when the voice stops, so does my pen. Dividing my 
workday into segments of four hours, I can produce six thousand words per 

                                                               
1 Published commentary on his classical-style poetry dates at least from August 10, 1931 
when Wenyi xinwen 文藝新聞 [Literature and art news] no. 22 carried an article under the title 
“Lu Xun’s Grief and Anger Expressed in Classical Poetry,” about three of his classical-style 
poems composed “after the Changsha Incident and the news of the deaths of Rou Shi et al.” 
See Ni Moyan, Lu Xun jiushi qianshuo, 73. Xu Shoushang 許壽裳 began publishing his useful 
but sometimes contradictory commentaries in 1944. See Jon von Kowallis, The Lyrical Lu Xun: 
A Study of His Classical-Style Verse, 100–107. For a more detailed examination, see the article 
by Kitaoka Masako, “Wo dui ‘Wo suo renshi de Lu Xun’ de yiyi,” 69–90. Kitaoka shows how 
Xu’s memoirs were bowdlerized as well as his comments on the poems. For example Xu 
quoted Lu Xun’s 1935 classical-style poem “Composed on an Impulse in Late Autumn” (Can 
qiu ouzuo 殘秋偶作; see Jon von Kowallis, The Lyrical Lu Xun, 331–37) and wrote that it was 
an illustration that the emotional loneliness/alienation (xinjing de jimo 心境的寂寞) Lu Xun 
had felt for the past thirty years had never gone away. This remark and a significant number of 
others were deleted in the publication by the Renmin wenxue chubanshe in 1952, 1953, and 
1978. See Kitaoka Masako, “Wo dui ‘Wo suo renshi de Lu Xun’ de yiyi,” 76, 89. 
2 Jon von Kowallis, The Lyrical Lu Xun: A Study of His Classical-Style Verse. 
3 Michael Gibbs Hill has written an informative and insightful study of Lin Shu and his 
process, published under the title Lin Shu, Inc. 
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day. Although replete with error, I am fortunate enough to have my work 
accepted by an illustrious readership throughout the empire, who do not 
hold my short-cut method of production in contempt.4 
 

The first of the novels Lin produced was a translation from the French of 
Alexandre Dumas fils’ (小仲馬) Le Dame aux Camélias published in 1899 as 
Anecdotes Regarding the Lady of the Camellias from Paris (Bali Chahua Nü 
yishi 巴黎茶花女遺事). It became an immediate best seller in China and Lin Shu 
went on to “translate” more than 170 novels, primarily from English and French. 
They were so influential that Qian Zhongshu 錢鍾書 (1910–98), the most 
prominent modern scholar of Chinese and comparative literature in China, 
reminisced in 1963 that they had, in fact, been his initial inspiration to take up 
the study of foreign languages and literatures.5 One factor in the tremendous 
success of Lin Shu’s translations was the lively style of classical Chinese prose 
he was able to write. Qian contrasted them favorably against translations by 
Liang Qichao 梁啟超 (1873–1929) and Zhou Guisheng 周桂笙 (1873–1936), 
which he characterized as “boring and insipid” (chenmen fawei 沉悶乏味).6 Lin 
Shu hailed from Minhou 閩侯 (now Fuzhou 福州) and had been a supporter of 
the 1898 Reforms, which were suppressed by the Empress Dowager’s 
conservative faction.  

Another factor contributing to the success of Lin Shu’s translations was his 
skill at re-adaptation of the texts into conventional Chinese forms of narration, 
using literary devices from traditional novels (zhanghui xiaoshuo) and familiar 
Chinese-style names for characters. He also selected “middle-brow” fiction with 
popular appeal such as the works of Victor Hugo, Charles Dickens, adventure 
tales by Rider Haggard, and the Sherlock Holmes detective fiction, in contrast 
with the sort of intense intellectual and oppositional fiction from Russia and 
Eastern Europe later translated by Lu Xun and other representatives of the May 
Fourth generation, which initially flopped in terms of sales at least, if not 
influence. Here I have in mind Lu Xun and Zhou Zuoren’s translations titled A 
Collection of Tales from Abroad (Yuwai xiaoshuo ji 域外小說集, Tokyo and 
Shanghai: 1909), a two-volume set which was translated into erudite literary 

                                                               
4 From the translator’s preface to Lin Shu’s translation of Charles Dickens’ The Old Curiosity 
Shop as the Biography of a Filial Daughter and a Hard-Working Son (Xiao nü nai er zhuan 孝
女耐兒傳). www.douban.com/group/topic/52694. Accessed March 17, 2014. 
5 Qian Zhongshu, Lin Shu de fanyi [On Lin Shu’s translations]; reprinted in Qi zhui ji, 80–81. 
An English translation by Duncan M. Campbell has been published under the title Patchwork: 
Seven Essays on Art and Literature. 
6 Qian Zhongshu, Qi zhui ji, 80. 
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Chinese (wenyan wen) but only sold twenty or so copies.7 
Lin Shu’s success as a literary translator marks one route—that is to cater to 

the popular tastes of the times. Had Lin Shu emerged twenty years later, after the 
May Fourth Movement of 1919 and its calls for the creation of a new literature 
written in vernacular Chinese (baihua wen), he would most probably have failed. 

Yan Fu and the Three “Difficulties” in Translation 

In contrast to Lin Shu, there is the career of Yan Fu 嚴複 (1854–1921), also a 
successful translator in the final years of the Qing era (that is, the late nineteenth 
century). Like Lin Shu, he also came from Fujian (in Yan’s case, Houguan 候官). 
Unlike Lin Shu, Yan Fu knew English, having studied at the Royal Naval College 
in Greenwich, England (1877–79). A failure at the Imperial Civil Service 
Examinations, he taught at the Fujian Arsenal and later the Beiyang 北洋 Naval 
Officers’ Academy. After China’s defeat by Japan in the Sino-Japanese War of 
1894–1895, he identified with the reformist cause and began translating some of 
the most important and influential works by Western scholars and intellectual 
leaders of the day, including T. H. Huxley’s Evolution and Ethics (Tianyan lun 
天演論), Adam Smith’s Wealth of Nations (Yuan fu 原富), Montesquieu’s The 
Spirit of the Law (Fa yi 法意), John Stuart Mills’ On Liberty (Lun ziyou 論自由) 
and A System of Logic (Mule mingxue 穆勒名學), and Herbert Spencer’s Study of 
Sociology (Qunxue siyan 群學肆言).8 

But, like Lin Shu, what Yan Fu produced were not translations so much as 
adaptations of these texts into linguistic styles and cultural formats that were both 
impressive in tone and familiar in structure to Chinese scholarly readers. In other 
words, they had to be presented in the style and language of literary Chinese that 
carried enough culturally grounded weight and resonance to be taken seriously. I 
would submit that it was again Yan Fu’s skill at classical-style literary Chinese 

                                                               
7 In a paper titled “A Useful Failure: The Zhou Brothers’ Stories from Abroad” presented at 
the Association for Asian Studies’ Annual Conference in San Francisco (2008), John Danis 
insightfully argued that the second edition of Yuwai xiaoshuo ji [Tales from abroad] (Shanghai: 
Qunyi Shushe, 1921) proved valuable as “cultural capital” in the Zhou brothers’ academic 
careers, in part due to the learned style of Chinese into which the translations were done, 
which enabled Peking University’s then Chancellor, Cai Yuanpei 蔡元培 (1868–1940), to 
argue against critics who charged that he had hired incompetent personnel lacking in 
traditional Chinese learning. 
8 The major study on Yan Fu is Benjamin Schwartz’ readable and informative In Search of 
Wealth and Power: Yen Fu and the West. More recent contributions include Huang Ko-wu, The 
Meaning of Freedom: Yan Fu and the Origins of Chinese Liberalism; and Liu Dong, “Yan Fu 
he Gu Hongming de wenhua yanshuo,” originally published in the journal Wenjing 文景, 
September 2010. www.douben.com/group/topic/14772480/?type=like. Accessed July 20, 2015. 
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and his vision for creative adaptation that made his translations successful in the 
eyes of his elite audience.9 In other words, just as in the case of Lin Shu, in the 
end it was his skill with and his sensitivity to the target language and culture. Lu 
Xun remarked as much about his first reading of Evolution and Ethics. He talked 
about the expense of the volume (500 cash), the impressive quality of the paper, 
printing, and typeface, then about how he was captivated by the vision that Yan 
Fu unfolds at the outset: Huxley sitting alone in his study, gazing out over the 
countryside and imagining how this land must have looked before Caesar first set 
foot in Britain. It was this sweeping view of man, the land, and history that fired 
the young Lu Xun’s imagination.10 Later Lu Xun would himself become a 
translator and compare the role of the translator with a revolutionary and a 
modern Prometheus, stealing fire from other lands for the aid of humankind, 
while searing his own flesh in the process.11 

In the introduction to his critical adaptation of Evolution and Ethics,12 Yan Fu 
makes an observation that later came to be interpreted as a dictum: “In 
translation there are three difficulties: xin [faithfulness to the content and the 
meaning—that is, being loyal to the original—], da [successfully conveying the 
meaning into the target language], and ya [elegance in the end product]” (Yi shi 
san nan: xin, da, ya 譯事三難：信，達，雅). I would argue that, in Yan Fu’s 
terminology, what the National Accreditation Authority for Translators and 
Interpreters (NAATI) in Australia claims it requires is xin 信, but what I think is 
most important in a translation is da 達, and what the market wants, in one form 

                                                               
9 Theodore Huters would consider Yan Fu’s style of translation to be “lexical” (that is, based 
on the use of native terms which he coined from the classical language) as opposed to the more 
popular Japanese-derived vocabulary adopted by Ma Junwu 馬君武 (1882–1939) and others. 
See his paper, “Yan Fu’s Style of Translation” presented at the Association for Asian Studies’ 
Annual Conference (2014) in Philadelphia. I have previously argued a similar thesis focused 
more on the anti-Qing nationalist discourse of the period from 1906–1908 about Lu Xun’s 
early writings on the West. See Jon von Kowallis, “Lu Xun’s Han Linguistic Project: The Use 
of Wenyan to Create an ‘Authentic’ Han Vocabulary for Literary Terminology in His Early 
Essays,” 289–312. 
10 See his vivid recollections in “Miscellaneous Jottings” (Suoji 瑣記), in Dawn Blossoms 
Plucked at Dusk (Zhaohua xishi 朝花夕拾), reprinted in the Lu Xun quanji, vol. 2, 296. 
11 He first suggests this in “On the Power of Mara poetry” (Moluo shi li shuo), written in 1907 
with the line, “to search for new voices from different countries” (bie qiu xinsheng yu yibang 
別求新聲於異邦). See Lu Xun quanji, vol. 1, 65. He later mentions the Prometheus comparison 
in the 1930 polemical article “‘Hard Translation’ and the ‘Class Nature of Literature’” (Yingyi 
yu wenxue de jiejixing “硬譯”與“文學的階級性”); see Lu Xun quanji, vol. 4, 209. An English 
translation of the latter by Yang Xianyi and Gladys Yang is available in Lu Xun Selected Works, 
vol. 3, 92. I translate all of Lu Xun’s “On the Power of Mara Poetry” in my forthcoming book 
Warriors of the Spirit. 
12 This section is titled “Introductory Remarks on the Translation” (Yi li yan 譯例言). 
http://blog.sina.com.cn/yanfuxue. Accessed March 17, 2014. 
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or other, is its own idea of ya 雅. Unless one successfully conveys the meaning 
of an original text into a target language, one has not really made a translation, 
but merely an awkward utterance asserted to be a translation, with the 
implication that “elegance”—and, to a certain extent, meaning—is simply what 
is “lost in translation.” In other words, translation becomes not the means but the 
excuse. Both faithfulness (xin 信) and elegance (ya 雅) in fact rely upon 
conveyance (da 達). Contemporary Western theorists Bassnett and Lefevere 
describe translation not as a pure linguistic act, but rather as a process anchored 
deep in culturally defined contexts—a form of intracultural and intercultural 
communication.13 In other words, translation is something that takes place 
between cultures and value systems, rather than simply between languages. 
Therefore it relies upon the successful conveyance or transference of meanings 
from one idiom to the other, and from one culture to the other. This is what Yan 
Fu meant by conveyance (da 達).14 

It has been argued by Gan Kechao 淦尅超,15 Qian Zhongshu, and other 
scholars, that Yan Fu’s three points were derived from an older Western treatise 
by the Scottish jurist, Alexander Tytler (1747–1813), first published in 1791 
entitled, “Essay on the Principles of Translation,” which proposed three “general 
laws of translation”: 

 
I. That translation should give a complete transcript of the ideas of the 
original work. 
II. That the style and manner of writing should be of the same character 
with that of the original. 
III. That the translation should have all the ease of original composition.16 
 

Even if it were true that Yan Fu derived his inspiration from Tytler, what is 
                                                               
13 Susan Bassnett and Andre Lefevere, eds., Translation, History and Culture. 
14 This is not just my opinion. Yan Fu himself asserts at the outset of his introductory remarks: 
“In translation there are three difficulties: faithfulness to the original, conveying the meaning, 
and elegance. To seek fidelity is already very difficult, but in being loyal to the original 
without conveying the meaning, although one has made a translation, it is like not translating 
at all; thus to convey the meaning is the most important consideration” (譯事三難: 信, 達, 雅. 
求其信已大難矣, 顧信矣不達, 雖譯猶不譯也, 則達尚焉). See Yan Fu, “Yi li yan,” in Tianyan lun, 
1. What I am arguing is that with all the dicta being formulated around translation today, Yan 
Fu’s second sentence is too often forgotten or ignored.  
15 See Gan’s chapter titled “The Views of Yan Fu and Ma Jianzhong [1845–1900] on 
Translation” (Yan Fu ji Ma Jianzhong de fanyi guan 嚴複及馬建忠的翻譯觀) in Chen 
Pengxiang, ed., Fanyi shi fanyi lun, 4. See also Edward Gunn, Rewriting Chinese: Style and 
Innovation in Twentieth Century Chinese Prose, 304. 
16 Alexander Fraser Tytler, Essay on the Principles of Translation, 109. Originally published 
in 1791, the present quote is from the third edition (1813), reprinted in Amsterdam by John 
Benjamins Publishing (1978). 
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missing in Tytler’s formulation is the crucial concept of conveyance (da 達), 
which must be credited to Yan Fu. Tytler’s points two and three are basically 
stylistic. He did not have the same sort of cross-cultural experience as Yan Fu. 

Recontextualizing Lu Xun’s Poetry 

Lu Xun composed poetry in both the old and new styles. If we exclude Wild 
Grass (Yecao)—a collection primarily of what his protégé Feng Xuefeng 馮雪峰 
(1903−76) and others have called “prose poems” (sanwen shi)17—the majority of 
Lu Xun’s poems are in the old styles (jiuti shi). Sixty-four of these in total are 
extant. Some years ago I pointed to a divergence of views between myself and W. 
J. F. Jenner, then Professor of Chinese at the Australian National University, 
concerning the nature of Lu Xun’s classical-style poems, which Jenner 
characterized as mostly “occasional verse,” composed at dinner or over drinks 
with friends.18 I argued on the basis of my own reading of the poems, Lu Xun’s 
essays, diaries and letters, as well as Japanese scholarship by Takata Atsushi 高
田淳 that many of the poems in question were in fact composed prior to the 
occasion and merely written out by Lu Xun as calligraphic keepsakes for 
acquaintances at social occasions.19 Their content was more far-reaching and 
tied in with the politics and social upheavals of the times, as Lu Xun was a writer 
concerned with the times and the fate of the nation. 

Jenner, in the preface to his Lu Xun Selected Poems, tells us: “The classical 
poems Lu Xun wrote in the 1930s were nearly all responses to particular 
occasions. Sometimes he would be asked for a poem or a piece of his calligraphy 
by a friend, or by a stranger through a friend. Many of those who asked for his 
writing were Japanese.”20 Yet, writing some years earlier in his book Remarks 
on Lu Xun’s Poetry (Rojin shiwa 魯迅詩話), Takata Atsushi observes: 

 
Although, as a friend, Lu Xun would present poems written out in his own 
calligraphy to people, there were also poems which had no direct 
connection to the person[s] for whom he had copied them out. To say that 
these poems were merely written in response to requests from people is 

                                                               
17 Writing in 1932, he himself once said they might “if talked up a bit” be called prose poems: 
“Whenever I had a little bit of inspiration, I’d write a piece of short prose; to talk them up a bit, 
they were prose poems. Later they were printed in one volume, which I called Wild Grass” (有
了小感觸，就寫些短文，誇大點說，就是散文詩，以後印成一本，謂之《野草》). See Lu Xun quanji, 
vol. 4, 456. 
18 W. J. F. Jenner, Lu Xun Selected Poems, 21. 
19 See my review article “Lu Xun’s Classical Poetry,” 101–18. 
20 W. J. F. Jenner, Lu Xun Selected Poems, 21. 
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nothing but a superficial observation. There were instances in which the 
composition of the poem had been inspired [by something else] and it was 
[later] brought out in response to a request by some acquaintance.21 
 

In other words, Takata (and I) propose that to construe much of Lu Xun’s 
classical-style poetry as occasional verse is an oversimplification, even in view 
of the disclaimers he himself was wont to attach. After all, Lu Xun was a 
vociferous advocate of writing in the new style (baihua) and could not publicly 
appear to endorse old style poetry. But privately, he aired other views. As he 
wrote contentiously in a letter to the editor of a journal on new-style poetry in 
1934:  

 
I think that there are basically two types of scripts, the type that can be set 
on a stage and the type that can be set on a desk. Doubtless, the former is 
superior to the latter. Similarly in poetry we have the type that can be read 
aloud, and the type that can only be read in silence. Again, it follows that 
the former is the superior of the two. It is lamentable, therefore, that in 
China our “new poetry” must find itself in this latter group, since a poem 
lacking in both rhyme and rhythm does not lend itself to recitation aloud, 
and is hence less easily committed to memory. It is for this reason that the  
“new poetry” has never succeeded in displacing the old forms. In the minds 
of the people, the position of the old has never been supplanted.22 
 

One of the problems with the “occasional verse” approach is that it tends to 
trivialize what were meant to be, if not acerbic, then certainly critical, poetic 
lines. Of poems which were, on the surface, occasional verses, Lu Xun himself once 
remarked in a letter to Cao Jinghua 曹靖華 (1897−1987) dated February 7, 1935: 

 
Getting anything published here is sheer disaster. Some of these “men of 
letters” who have made it up the ranks to the job of censor seem to act with 
total disregard for reason. Toward the end of last year a friend collected 
some old works that I had written, but never published before, into a volume 
entitled the Collection of the Uncollected. When he submitted it to the 
censors, they banned ten pieces straightaway. Even stranger to relate, the 
writings proscribed include some correspondence dating from ten years 
back, before the present “National Government” had even come into 

                                                               
21 Takata Atsushi, Rojin Shiwa, 4. 
22 From Lu Xun’s November 1, 1934 letter to Dou Yinfu 竇隱夫 (aka 杜談 [1911−86]). Dou 
was a member of the League of Left-wing Writers and editor of the journal “New Poetry” (Xin 
shige). See Lu Xun quanji, vol. 12, 556. 
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existence. Moreover the content had nothing to do with politics. Yet the 
Collection includes a number of classical-style poems that are quite vitriolic 
in tone (po jilie 頗激烈), which the censors did not choose to touch.23 
 

If, in the process of translation and annotation we ignore Lu Xun’s own 
statements concerning the nature and implications of these poems, choosing to 
interpret them primarily as “occasional” verse, celebrating a visit, an outing, or a 
dinner, then I think we are doing a disservice to his work as literature. Indeed, it 
becomes part and parcel of what I would term a “trivialization” process, of which 
his widow Xu Guangping 許廣平 (1898−1968) complained began in the 1950s.24 

Still bearing the question of “occasional” verse in mind, then, let us further 
examine Lu Xun’s two untitled poems that were written out on December 31, 
1932, for the Japanese physicians, Drs. Hamanoue Nobutaka 濱之上信隆 and 
Tsuboi Yoshiji 坪井芳治 (1898–1960). Dr. Tsuboi was a pediatrician at the 
Shinozaki Hospital 篠崎医院 in Shanghai, and had been treating Lu Xun’s son, 
Haiying. Several days earlier, on the evening of December 28, Tsuboi had invited 
Lu Xun and Hamanoue to dinner at a Japanese restaurant in Shanghai. The text of 
the poem follows, along with various English translations which we can compare. 

 
無題 二首

25 
其一 
故鄉暗暗鎖玄雲， 
遙夜迢迢隔上春。 
歲暮何堪再惆悵， 
且持卮酒食河豚。 
 
其二 
皓齒吳娃唱柳枝， 
酒闌人靜暮春時。 

                                                               
23 Lu Xun quanji, vol. 13, 47. 
24 See Hsu Kuang-ping (Xu Guangping), “Our Scabs Are Their Treasures,” 124–31. In his 
memoirs Lu Xun’s late son Zhou Haiying 周海嬰 (1929−2011) quotes a letter written by Xu 
Guangping on May 27, 1966 saying that allocating the publication of Lu Xun’s works after 
1949 exclusively to Renmin wenxue chubanshe had in fact limited their circulation: “Often 
there were readers from other places who wrote me letters saying his works were difficult to 
find and purchase. Very small quantities were delivered to each large city, and only a few 
volumes to smaller places. Demand far outstripped supply. Of course paper was allocated [by 
central planning] but there could have been a way around that. Perhaps there were persons 
with another agenda: to diminish the enthusiasm of readers by limiting the circulation of Lu 
Xun’s works. I also heard talk about Lu Xun’s works being passé—again it’s difficult to guess 
at their agenda.” See Zhou Haiying, Lu Xun yu wo qishi nian, 303. 
25 Original text in Lu Xun quanji, vol. 7, 438. 
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無端舊夢驅殘醉， 
獨對燈陰憶子規。 
 

Huang Hsin-chyu 黃新渠 translates: 
 
I. 
My native land is overcast with dark clouds, 
And fine spring is kept away by the long night. 
How can we bear any more sorrow on New Year’s Eve? 
Let’s take some wine and globe-fish at the moment. 
II. 
A pretty girl with gleaming teeth sings a nice folk-song, 
It’s late spring as the feast is over and guests away. 
Somehow the old dream has driven out my hangover, 
I recall the cuckoos while facing alone the lamp’s shade.26 
 

To this Huang adds only one single note: “The ‘cuckoos’ here is a metaphor 
hinting at the murdered comrades-in-arms who had laid down their lives for the 
revolution,” but he does not go into any reasons to explain this symbolism. 

Wu Juntao 吳鈞陶 translates the same poems: 
 
I. 
My native place is overcast with dark clouds brooding on, 
And Spring is barred by the very night lasting long. 
How can I keep in low spirits still when it’s the year’s end? 
Let me enjoy the dish of globe-fish with a goblet in hand. 
 
II. 
‘Tis a night in late spring when wines’re drained and voices cease; 
A Suzhou girl sings her Willow Songs and white are her teeth. 
From drunkenness I’m sobered by dreams coming from nowhere; 
In the shades of light alone I think of the cuckoo somewhere.27 
 

W. J. F. Jenner renders them: 
 
I. 
When black clouds smother the land with darkness, 

                                                               
26 Huang Hsin-chyu, Poems of Lu Hsun: Translated and Noted by Huang Hsin-chyu, 23. See 
my review, “Review of Huang Hsin-chyu Poems of Lu Hsun,” 183–88. 
27 Wu Juntao, Lu Xun Selected Poems, 57. 
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And long nights make the spring seem far away, 
Let not the old year’s misery increase: 
So raise your wine cups and we’ll feast on globefish. 
II. 
The white-toothed southern maiden sings a ballad 
In late spring silence when the wine is gone. 
Then, for no reason, an old dream makes one sober; 
Alone and out of the light I think of sorrow.28 
 

And David Y. Ch’en (Chen Ying 陳穎) gives us: 
 
I. 
Homeland, dark and gloomy, lies under a blackening overcast. 
In the prolonged night, early spring seems far, far behind. 
At year’s end, how could I still have a troubled mind? 
For now: a cup of wine and a globe fish for a delicious repast. 
II. 
A maiden from Wu with snowy teeth sings a “Willow Branches” lay. 
The banquet’s over, voices subside, as springtime wears away. 
An old dream dispels my lingering drunkenness for no reason at all; 
Alone facing the shadow of the lamp, I recall the cuckoo’s call.29 

Conveying the Mood 

One basic problem with all these translations is that they fail to preserve the 
somber mood which permeates the texts of the originals. Instead they focus on 
the wine, women, and song, which are, in reality, only a backdrop for the 
brooding emotionality of the verses. The speaker in verse one is depicted as 
eating fugu (Chinese: hetun 河豚), a Japanese delicacy also consumed by the 
Chinese in Tang poetry—a fish with poison entrails which have the potential to 
kill the diner if improperly prepared.  

If read within the framework of the “world” constructed by the combined 
images of the first and second poem, it becomes clear that these are more than 
occasional lines celebrating the event of a dinner on the town with Japanese 
acquaintances. They bespeak a poison in the entrails of the poet as well as the 
fish, one born of the sadness/disconsolation (chouchang 惆悵) of the previous 
lines. 

                                                               
28 W. J. F. Jenner, Lu Xun Selected Poems, 61. 
29 David Y. Ch’en, Lu Hsun Complete Poems: A Translation with Introduction and Annotation, 
99. 
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The lines of a Chinese poem work together, either directly or antithetically. 
They are not each a separate entity, as David Y. Ch’en’s punctuation seems to 
suggest. Even if eating fugu is intended as an activity suggestive of reverie, it still 
takes on a bitter edge. Given the context, the speaker in the poem asks, “Why are 
we subjected to such circumstances in China (suggested by xuanyun 玄雲 ‘dark 
clouds’ and yaoye 遙夜  ‘long nights’)? Who has produced them? Is their 
outcome not clear? How can a temporary respite provide any real escape?” These 
are the actual questions being posed by the speaker in the poem to the intellectual 
communities of China and, perhaps by extension, Japan. 

Wu Juntao gives the reader no notes at all for either of these poems. David Y. 
Ch’en’s endnotes do not mention the above images or their implications.30 
Jenner tells us that “globefish… contain deadly poison,” but does not seem to see 
any metaphorical value in its use here.31 Yet Takata Atsushi entitles the chapter 
of his book Remarks on Lu Xun’s Poetry (Rojin shiwa 魯迅詩話) which treats 
this poem as the “Sorrow of [i. e., symbolized by] Fugu” (Fugu no Kanashimi 
河豚の悲しみ), suggesting that consuming fugu in this context “might indicate a 
degree of defiance something akin to a death wish in the poet.”32 

Without reference to the Chinese originals, at first glance, Jenner’s translation 
would appear to be the one which has the greatest likelihood of following the 
original most accurately. But in the first line of the first poem he translates suo 
鎖 (to lock up) as “smother,” which is not only inaccurate, defeating Lu Xun’s 
use of the image, but it also eliminates the possibility of a double entendre, while 
doing nothing to strengthen or clarify the line. If we want to make the opening 
couplet sound like a poem, I would suggest that we could translate it: 

 
My old home locked in murky clouds, 

so dark, yet ever darkening; 
On, drag on, unending night 

that hinders the coming spring.33 
 

                                                               
30 David Y. Ch’en, Lu Hsun Complete Poems, 23. 
31 W. J. F. Jenner, Lu Xun Selected Poems, 140. 
32 Takata Atsushi, Rojin Shiwa, 148. 
33 I used rhyme in my “figurative” translations in The Lyrical Lu Xun in order to give the 
reader a feeling for the music of the poem, the strictures of the classical styles, as well as Lu 
Xun’s choice of these styles while writing in the 1930s, after the “new-style” poetry had 
already been established. But I also included rhyme because I had the permission of the editor, 
the late Sharon Yamamoto, to create a word-for-word literal gloss to help readers begin to 
understand the original poem in Chinese. I did not do the same in my later monograph, The 
Subtle Revolution: Poets of the “Old Schools” during Late Qing and Early Republican China, 
because I lacked the space and had different concerns, such as the critical response at the time 
the poets were writing (roughly 1862–1913) and manifestations of modernity in their works.  
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Jenner seems to think tiaotiao 迢迢 refers to spring, but grammatically it 
modifies yaoye 遙夜. Why translate guxiang 故鄉 literally as “old home” here, 
as I have done, when it is probably used as a metaphor for the poet’s country? 
Why spell it out when that sort of information can be put in a footnote, and the 
original metaphor (which more-or-less works in English) can be preserved? For 
one thing, the poet was not abroad at this time; for another, a literal rendering 
into English here serves to heighten the sense of outrage. Opposition poets have a 
claim on their country, too—in fact, a more authentic one than Kuomintang 
government lap-dogs. Lu Xun is every bit as much a patriot as any paid apologist, 
even though he penned acerbic columns damning the authorities, and went out 
for drinks with Japanese doctors. The right wing has no monopoly on patriotism, 
the speaker in the poem tells us, as do the essays he penned in this period. Here 
there is also a hint of intertextuality with his untitled 1903 poem usually referred 
to as “Personally Inscribed on a Small Likeness of the Poet” (Zi ti xiao xiang 自
題小像), which I will deal with in greater detail below. 

In the second verse, both Jenner and Ch’en translate the term wuduan 無端 as 
“for no reason,” and Wu Juntao renders it as “coming from nowhere.” This is a 
word which has specific poetic usage and might be best expressed indirectly in 
English. I would render it, if required to do so, as “inexplicable.” The last line of 
the poem, Jenner translates as: “Alone and out of the light I think of sorrow…,” 
which might have been clever in that he avoids the problem of explaining the 
words of the enigmatic conclusion yi zigui 憶子規 (lit. “recalling the cuckoo”), 
by translating it, “I think of sorrow,” except that the speaker in the poems is not 
“out of the light,” but rather “facing the shadows” (dui deng yin 對燈陰). This is 
quite clear. Of course, the speaker in the poem is sad, but Jenner goes overboard 
in telling us this. He should let the imagery speak for itself. But of the three 
translators, only Ch’en ventures an explanation: 

 
The bird name tzu-kuei 子規 (“cuckoo”) in Chinese literature suggests 
onomatopoeia. The cuckoo’s call is interpreted as “Better go home!” (pu-ju 
kuei-ch’ü 不如歸去 ). Notice that the character kuei 規 puns on its 
homophone kuei 歸 , meaning “return.” Heard in late spring, it is 
traditionally associated with melancholy and nostalgia. The bird assumes 
several other names popular in Chinese verse….34 
 

In China the cuckoo is a bird whose name is rife with symbolic value and 
associated legends. It is said that the bird’s woeful cry buru guiqu (“Would it not 
be better to return!”) can inspire acute longing and homesickness in the heart of 
any traveler. The fact that Lu Xun here chooses the less-common name zigui,35 
                                                               
34 David Y. Ch’en, Lu Hsun Complete Poems, 231. 
35 Edward Schafer translates zigui as “hawk-cuckoo” (Hierococcyx sparveroides). See his 
“Consolidated Supplements to Mathews.” 
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embodying the homophone gui (“to go back”), rather than the more common 
word dujuan, may strengthen the association of the bird as a symbol for a desire 
to return somewhere. The anonymous commentator in the book, Lu Xun shi jian 
xuanji: fu shigao (An annotated selection of Lu Xun’s poems: With 
reproductions of the handwritten manuscripts), suggests that the poet still 
entertains a desire to return to Beijing.36 Others might read this as Japan. 
However, both Ni Moyan 倪墨炎 and Zhou Zhenfu 周振甫 feel that Lu Xun is 
using the cuckoo with the same symbolic import as Qu Yuan 屈原 in the Lisao 
離騷 with his line:37 

 
恐鵜鴂之先鳴兮， 
使夫百草為之不芳。38 
I fear lest the cuckoo should cry forth, 
Causing the hundred grasses to lose their fragrance. 
 

Ni and Zhou explain that the cry of the cuckoo causes fragrant grasses to wilt and 
wither—that is to say, good people to come to harm or misfortune. Zhou 
concludes that the poet is sighing over the trampling down of talented people by 
the reactionaries, whereas Ni says the line is in commemoration of slain 
revolutionary martyrs. Interesting enough, in contrast to these interpretations, 
Zhang Xiangtian 張向天 thinks that the subject of each line in this quatrain is the 
singing girl herself, rather than Lu Xun.39  This is where Jenner gets his 
observation: “Another interpretation is possible: it could also be the singer who 
turns away from the light, suddenly sobered up.”40 Zhang Xiangtian feels the 
concluding line expresses a mother’s longing for the return of her child, lost in 
the hostilities during the January 28th Conflict with Japan.41 A fifth opinion is 
expressed by commentator Jiang Tian 姜添, who believes the use of a cuckoo 
here is an allusion to the story of Du Yu 杜宇, ancient ruler of Shu 蜀 (now the 
Sichuan region) during the Zhou era. According to legend, King Du 杜 was 
changed into a cuckoo which wept tears of blood. 42  The Southern Song 
patriot-poet Wen Tianxiang 文天祥 (1236–83), who successfully mounted a 
                                                               
36 Lu Xun shi jian xuanji: Fu shigao, 92. 
37 Ni Moyan, Lu Xun jiushi qianshuo, 152; Zhou Zhenfu, Lu Xun shige zhu, 113. 
38 The Lisao uses the archaic word tijue 鵜鴂 for cuckoo. See Chen Zizhan, Chu Ci zhijie, 35. 
39 Zhang Xiangtian, Lu Xun jiushi jianzhu, vol. 2, 22–26. 
40 W. J. F. Jenner, Lu Xun Selected Poems, 140. 
41 Zhang Xiangtian, Lu Xun jiushi jianzhu, vol. 2, 22–26. 
42 See Jiang Tian, Lu Xun shi zhuxi, 67. Regarding Du Yu 杜宇, there are a number of different 
evocations of this story, including one in chapter 70 of A Dream of Red Mansions (Honglou 
meng 紅樓夢), which has two lines a melancholy verse by Lin Daiyu 林黛玉, saying that the 
cuckoo’s cry signals the end of spring and the onset of feelings of loneliness and abandonment: 
“One cry from the cuckoo spells the end of spring,/ Lonely amid this curtain cage, traces of an 
empty moon” (一聲杜宇春歸盡，寂寞簾櫳空月痕). Honglou meng, 2: 991. 
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resistance to the Mongol invasion, but was eventually captured and executed, 
wrote a poem after his capture in 1279 that contains a couplet using this image 
that is interpreted as an expression of tragic heroism: 

 
從今別卻江南路, 
化作啼鵑帶血歸.  
From now on I bid farewell  

to the provinces south of the Yangzi43 
[Would that I were] transformed into a crying cuckoo, 

that flies back trailing blood.44 
 

From this Jiang Tian opines that the cuckoo here is symbolic of “the martyrs’ 
loyal souls.”45 No matter what the referent may ultimately turn out to be, it is not 
justifiable to skirt the use of this image, along with its ambiguity, by translating 
the line as “Alone and out of the light I think of sorrow…,” when yi zigui 憶子規 
(recall/think of a cuckoo) is clearly an allusion. Secondly, du dui deng yin 獨對

燈陰 (lit. “alone facing the shadows [cast by a] lamp”) does not mean the 
speaker is “out of the light,” as Jenner puts it. If we want to rhyme, I would 
suggest translating the last two lines: 

 
A tipsy mood now chased away, 

As dreams lurch from the past; 
Alone, recall a cuckoo’s form 

‘mid shadows the lamp’s cast.46 
 

This leaves the subject unspecified, as in the original Chinese, and preserves 
some of the feeling of enigma engendered by the original lines. One might argue 
that the cuckoo’s cry, not form, is alluded to here, but the poet does not tell us 
that. Perhaps the speaker, facing the shadows, imagines that he makes out a form 
in their midst, and this engenders in the reader’s mind the symbolic associations 
of the bird’s melancholy cry, or its “trailing tears of blood.” 

                                                               
43 During the Song era lu 路 was an administrative unit. Jiangnan Lu thus refers to “the 
provinces to the south of the Yangzi River,” which had been the last bastion of the Southern 
Song prior to the Mongol conquest. 
44 From the first of two poems titled “The Courier Post at Jinling [Nanjing]” (Jinling yi 金陵

驛) in Wen Wenshan quanji, 355. I would interpret this intertextuality as a reference to the 
necessity to resist Japanese aggression. Lu Xun believed the Kuomintang government was 
equivocating. 
45 Jiang Tian, Lu Xun shi zhuxi, 67.  
46 In my translation, “lamp’s” is an abbreviation for “lamp has.” See the plain verse rendering 
I offered in my “Review of Huang Hsin-chyu Poems of Lu Hsun,” 187. 
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The Han-era philosopher and classicist, Dong Zhongshu 董仲舒 (179–104 
BCE), once remarked wisely: shi wu da gu 詩無達詁, meaning that poems do not 
have definitive exegeses. Although he was speaking of the Book of Odes (Shijing 
詩經), this remark holds true for most poetry, even today. For this reason, we may 
never have had, or perhaps even wanted to have, a “perfect” translation of a 
poem. That much being said, in The Lyrical Lu Xun, I offered the following 
imperfect translations of these two verses: 

 
I. 
My old home47 locked in murky clouds,48 

so dark, yet ever darkening; 
On, drag on, unending night 

that hinders the coming spring. 
At dusk of the year, why draw more near 

the breaking point in anguish? 
Let us lift, for the time, a goblet of wine 

and partake of a globefish.49 
II. 
A Jiangsu doll croons “Willow Branches”50 

through teeth a lustrous white; 
Voices still, as the wine runs low, 

spring’s dusk draws toward its night. 
A tipsy mood now chased away, 

                                                               
47 In the first line guxiang 故鄉 (“old home[town]” / native place) is most probably used to 
refer to the whole of China, rather than to the poet’s home of Shaoxing alone. 
48 “Murky clouds” (xuan yun 玄雲 dark / black clouds) engulfing a place is descriptive of bad 
times, like the notion of “dark days” in English.  
49 The globefish (Chinese hetun 河豚; Japanese fugu 河豚), as a delicacy, must be carefully 
prepared, for in spring its ovum contains a poisonous substance that can prove fatal to humans. 
According to Ni Moyan, in ancient times the eating of globefish was an expression of placing 
little value on life (Lu Xun jiushi qianshuo, 151). As an example, Ni quotes a couplet from 
Northern Song poet Mei Yaochen’s 梅堯臣 (1002–60) pentasyllabic ancient-style poem, 
“Partaking of Globefish whilst in Conversation as a Guest in Fanrao Prefecture” (Fan Raozhou 
zuo zhong ke yu shi hetun yu 範饒州坐中客語食河豚魚), which runs: “All talk of riotous beauty, 
yet who speaks of deaths as numerous as weeds?” The poem is usually read as using dining on 
globefish as a device to satirize office-seekers who would trade their lives for fame, power, 
and position. Ni Moyan states that Lu Xun here implies that “under [Kuomintang] dark rule, 
people were cut down like weeds, and [Lu Xun] therefore saw no point in being overly 
cautious about his personal safety.” Itoo Masafumi implies that the speaker in the poem is 
drinking out of despair and trying fugu at the risk of his life. See his notes to this poem in the 
Japanese translation of Lu Xun’s Complete Works: Rojin Zenshuu, vol. 9, 547–50.  
50 The term “doll” (wa 娃) refers to a young girl, in this case the singer. “Willow branches” 
(liuzhi 柳枝), the name of a song, are symbolic of parting and separation. 
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as dreams lurch from the past; 
Alone, recall a cuckoo’s form51 

‘mid shadows the lamp’s cast.52 
 

What I tried to do with this translation is conveying the somber mood, while 
using rhyme and rhythm in English to suggest the stylized form and music of 
classical-style Chinese poetry. If I have been able to at least “convey” the mood 
of the original poems, then I have perhaps accomplished what Yan Fu was 
referring to with da 達. If the rhyme sounds good without trivializing, then 
maybe we can say it has achieved a degree of elegance (ya 雅) as well. The 
question of xin 信 (“faithfulness”), I have discussed at some length above. 
Judging the faithfulness of my translation will be up to the growing number of 
bilingual readers to decide. 

Bringing over Images and Allusions 

At this point it is necessary to address (or return to) the question of translation 
versus exegesis. Some years ago Kitaoka Masako 北岡正子 (b. 1936), now the 
most respected senior scholar of Lu Xun studies in Japan, kindly wrote me a 
letter, in part to encourage my work in translating Lu Xun’s early essays by 
telling me she enjoys reading translations because, to her, translation is a form of 
exegesis. Regarding the latter point, I could not agree more. But a paramount 
consideration for modern translators of Chinese poetry into English has always 
been to bring across the power of the original text through the transferral of 
imagery from one language to another. This, of course, is easier achieved in 
translating poetry from Chinese to Japanese. In other words, when translating 
into English one inevitably needs to alter some of the wording, but one wants to 
retain the original images as much as possible. This has been a basic credo in the 
translation of Chinese poetry into English since Arthur Waley (1889–1966) and 
his followers emerged on the scene the early 1920s. Arguably it is an approach 
which came from the Imagists, articulated and popularized by Ezra Pound 

                                                               
51 In China the cuckoo is a bird whose name is rife with symbolic import and associated 
legends. Some Chinese commentators interpret it as a symbol of acute longing and 
homesickness. I have suggested it indicates a silent brooding on the part of the poet over the 
fact that the time when one can openly mourn China’s victims and martyrs has not come yet, 
just as one cannot really speak of painful memories on a social occasion. For a detailed 
discussion, see The Lyrical Lu Xun, 227–28. 
52 The Lyrical Lu Xun, 224–25. 
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(1885–1972),53 and later reinforced by contemporary scholars such as Yip 
Wai-lim 葉維廉.54 It is also one which many Western sinologists have chosen to 
follow, particularly because the employment of “stimulating” or “evocative” 
images (xing 興), instead of similes and metaphors, is crucial to the way Chinese 
poetry works.55 But, as a credo, the maintenance of imagery across translation 
has been increasingly challenged in the postmodern era by those who say they 
want to read (and produce) translations “unencumbered by footnotes.” A 
dilemma is created, therefore, given the differences between the languages and 
histories of the cultures involved, and footnotes are at times necessary if one 
wishes to preserve the original images and allusions and make them intelligible 
to readers of English who are unfamiliar with Chinese literary conventions. 

Here I would cite as an example, one allusive (and often elusive) untitled 
poem written by the young Lu Xun, most probably while he was in Japan in the 
spring of 1903, that runs: 

 
靈臺無計逃神矢，            
風雨如磐暗故園。            
寄意寒星荃不察，             
我以我血薦軒轅。            
 

Aside from the patriotic and, some would say, revolutionary sentiments 
expressed by the wording of the concluding line, the strength of the poem lies in 
the ethereal quality imparted by its imagery: Lingtai 靈臺 (Spirit Tower), wu ji 
無計 (has no plan), tao 逃 (to escape), shenshi 神矢 (divine arrows); Fengyu 
風雨 (wind and rain), ru pan 如磐 (like giant flagstones), an 暗 (darken), 
guyuan 故園 ([my] old garden, i.e., old homeland). Ji yi 寄意 ([I] entrust [my] 
intentions), hanxing 寒星 (cold star), quan 荃 (the Fragrant One), bu cha 不察 
(does not consider [them]); wo 我  (I), yi 以  (take), wo 我  (my), xue 血 
(blood), jian 薦 (offer up to), Xuan Yuan 軒轅 (personal name of Huang Di 黃
帝, the legendary Yellow Emperor of high antiquity and supposed progenitor of 
the Han people). I would argue that it is only by bringing these images over into 
English and explaining and discussing them in our own textual commentaries, be 
they footnotes or preambles or lines of running text, that the power of the poem 

                                                               
53 See the short anthology, Ezra Pound and Ernest Fenollosa, trans., Cathay; and Ernest 
Fenollosa and Ezra Pound, eds., The Chinese Written Character as a Medium for Poetry. 
54 See his introduction to the new edition (1997) of Chinese Poetry: An Anthology of Major 
Modes and Genres. 
55 In fact, Wu Shengqing suggests this use “marks the fundamental difference between 
Western and Chinese poetics.” See her monograph Modern Archaics: Continuity and 
Innovation in the Chinese Lyric Tradition, 1900–1937, 336. 
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and its compelling sentiments can be conveyed and, I dare say, appreciated. 
Wu Jun 吳鈞 of the School of Foreign Languages at Shandong University has 

recently published two books in Taiwan titled Research on the Translation and 
Dissemination of Lu Xun’s Poetry (Lu Xun shige fanyi chuanbo yanjiu, August 
2012) and Lu Xun Complete Poems (Quan yingyi Lu Xun shige ji; the cover 
carries the English title: Lu Xun Complete Poems, Translated and Annotated by 
Wu Jun, November 2012). The second title is reminiscent of the Chinese title on 
my own book (Quan yingyi Lu Xun jiuti shi), kindly written out for me on the 
cover in the calligraphy of the late Tai Jingnong 臺靜農 (1902–90), former 
professor and chair of the Chinese Department at Taiwan University and an 
associate of Lu Xun during his lifetime. And as the old saying goes, “imitation is 
the sincerest form of flattery.”  

Nevertheless both of Wu Jun’s books take “Western” translators of Lu Xun’s 
poetry to task, and among those singled out for special attention is my own work. 
Such criticism is fair enough, but I was more than a bit surprised to see that Wu 
Jun had either not read or chosen to ignore all of the endnotes in my translation 
and the interpretation of the above (and all the other poems on which she 
comments). For example, she rather disingenuously informs her readers that I 
translate lingtai 靈臺 literally as “Spirit Tower” because I do not understand that 
the term originates in the Gengsang Chu 庚桑楚 chapter of Zhuangzi 莊子, 
where Guo Xiang’s 郭象  commentary glosses it as “heart” (xin 心), and 
therefore it should be translated into English as “heart.” In fact, I pointed this out 
(as well as a number of other exegetical points) in The Lyrical Lu Xun (1996), 
which reads: 

 
Used in this sense, lingtai (“spirit tower” or more literally “spirit 
terrace/platform”) originates in the Gengsang Chu chapter of Zhuangzi, 
where it is used to refer to the mind or the heart in its function as the seat of 
the intellect. The original passage in Zhuangzi reads: “Use things to nourish 
your body, withdraw into an unworried state, and in this way give life to 
your mind. If you do this and yet are still beset by things that plague you, 
then these are the doings of heaven and not of man. They will not be able to 
disturb your accomplishments and must not be allowed to enter the lingtai. 
The lingtai has its guardian, but unless you know this guardian, it cannot be 
guarded.” See Chen Guying, comp., Zhuangzi jinzhu jinyi (Beijing: 
Zhonghua shuju, 1983), vol. 3, p. 607.56 
 

                                                               
56 Jon von Kowallis, The Lyrical Lu Xun, 104, n. 10. My discussion continues on from that in 
the same endnote in the book to explore and evaluate other interpretations offered by other 
scholars. 
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For the above poem Wu Jun produces the following translation in her book Lu 
Xun Complete Poems: 

 
Inscription on My Photo57  
The arrows of Cupid my heart can never escape, 
Wind and storm dimmed my motherland like a heavy stone. 
I send my prays [sic] for my people to the chilly stars in vain, 
All my blood is willing to be shed for my country and home. (1901)58 
 

Note that she dates the poem as having been composed in “1901,” with no 
further explanation. Lu Xun did not arrive in Japan until April 4, 1902, so that 
means he would have composed it while still in China, which contradicts the 
images deployed in the poem—as Xu Shoushang has written,59 and Wu Jun 
asserts elsewhere.60 So which is it: 1901 or 1903? Wu Jun chooses both, 
depending on which of her two books one happens to be reading. But, as most of 
us cannot have our cake and eat it too, then my bet is with 1903, as the poem 
seems to be written from the perspective of a speaker abroad.61 

My first cause for pause in terms of her translation is that “heart” is just one of 
a number of possible exegeses for the evocative term Lu Xun employs: lingtai 靈
台. It could also be a reference to the Xuan Yuan Tai 軒轅臺,62 the ancient Spirit 
Tower of the legendary Yellow Emperor 黃帝,63 whose personal name was Xuan 
Yuan. The Xuan Yuan Tai is mentioned in the Classic of Mountains and Oceans 
                                                               
57 The poem was originally left untitled by Lu Xun. This title—here translated as “Inscription 
on My Photo” (Zi ti xiao xiang 自題小像)—was assigned to it by an anthologist using the 
wording of Lu Xun’s old friend, Xu Shoushang 許壽裳. See below. 
58 Wu Jun, Quan yingyi Lu Xun shige ji, 54. 
59 Xu Shoushang points to 1903, which is also argued for by Ni Moyan. See Xu Shoushang, 
Wo suo renshi de Lu Xun, 4, 24, 83; and Ni Moyan, Lu Xun jiushi qianshuo, 35–39. Ni Moyan 
expands on this in the newest edition of his book, Lu Xun jiushi tanjie. 
60 Wu Jun, Lu Xun shige fanyi chuanbo yanjiu, 97. Here Wu Jun states: “This poem by Lu 
Xun was written in the year 1903” (but she still gives the date directly below the translation as 
1901). 
61 Here I focus on images within the poem, like guyuan 故園, jiyi 寄意, and hanxing 寒星, 
which evoke distance and imply this conclusion. Extensive discussion of the dating by a 
number of authorities is reproduced in Zhang Enhe, Lu Xun jiushi jijie, 32–55; and in Wang 
Yongpei and Wu Xiuguang, eds., Lu Xun jiushi huishi, vol. 1, 71–89. The best-supported 
arguments conclude the poem would have been written in 1903. 
62 This explanation was first put forth by Zhao Ruihong 趙瑞蕻 and Wu Benxing 吳奔星, 
quoted in Wang Yongpei and Wu Xiuguang, Lu Xun jiushi huishi, vol. 1, 71–72, 100–109.  
63 Wu Jun mistakes the character huang 皇 (emperor) for what should correctly be written as 
huang 黃 (yellow), simply calling him “the emperor,” rather than the mythic Yellow Emperor, 
legendary father of the Han people (see Wu Jun, Lu Xun shige fanyi chuanbo yanjiu, 54, n. 2, 
et passim). This makes the reader begin to question her command of Chinese, as well as that of 
English. 
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(Shan hai jing 山海經), Lu Xun’s favorite book from his childhood.64 Another 
possibility is that it refers to the Lingtai of King Wen of Zhou 周文王, dating 
back to the eleventh century BCE, built to commemorate King Wen’s victory 
over a nearby enemy state. The Lingtai, translated as “Sacred Terrace” by D. C. 
Lau, also appears in the book of Mencius, where it is used in a not-so-subtle 
parable as an injunction against tyranny and the opulent excess of dictatorship (of 
which the Manchus were frequently accused during the life of Lu Xun).65 It 
might also refer to the Yue Wang Tai 越王臺, the Tower (or Terrace) of the King 
of Yue, a symbol of the determination of Gou Jian 勾踐, King of Yue, to wipe 
away the disgrace of defeat and regain his fallen country (fuguo xuechi 複國雪
恥) through a program which included Spartan-like self-strengthening (woxin 
changdan 臥薪嚐膽, lit. “to sleep rough on a bed of twigs and taste gall [i. e., 
bitterness]”). This sounds very much like some kind of reference to the 
anti-Manchu rhetoric current in 1903. The ruins of what were thought to be the 
Tower of the King of Yue stood for centuries just outside Lu Xun’s hometown of 
Shaoxing 紹興, previously called Kuaiji 會稽, in the Kingdom of Yue. Hence the 
“Spirit Tower” may function here as a symbol of Lu Xun’s native place and, by 
extension, especially because he most probably wrote the poem while in Japan, 
to the whole of his homeland China. This interpretation also makes lingtai 
resonate well with the direct mention of Xuan Yuan (the Yellow Emperor) in the 
poem’s concluding line.  

Regarding the term shenshi 神矢, Wu Jun does not explain why she renders it 
as the “arrows of Cupid.” This interpretation is actually based on a comment 
provided by Lu Xun’s old friend, Xu Shoushang 許壽裳, in 1944, over forty 
years after the poem’s composition (1903), when he wrote: “The shenshi in the 
first line is borrowed from the story of the god of love in Roman mythology; that 
is to say, it is an allusion from a foreign land.”66 The general interpretation from 
the above comment is that “Cupid’s arrow has inspired a fervent love for his 
country in the breast of the young Lu Xun,”67 although that is not without dispute. 
Hong Kong-based commentator Zhang Xiangtian traces its origins to the death of 
Byron’s protagonist, Lara, from an arrow that came unpredictably out of the clear 
blue. Thus, according to Zhang Xiangtian, the connotation of shen 神 in shenshi 

                                                               
64 The Xuan Yuan Tai is mentioned in the Da Huang xi jing 大荒西經 [Classics of the great 
wildness West] section (#16) of the Shan hai jing. For Lu Xun’s own reminiscences, see the 
piece A Chang yu shan hai jing 阿長與山海經 from his collection Zhao hua xi shi 朝花夕拾 
[Dawn blossoms plucked at dusk] in LXQJ 2: 243−50. This translation by the Yangs as “A 
Chang and the Book of Hills and Seas” in LXSW 1: 366−73. 
65 Mengzi, book 1, part A, section 2. D. C. Lau’s translation in Mencius, 50. This (and other) 
passages in Mencius may be interpreted as justifying rebellion against tyranny. 
66 Xu Shoushang, Wo suo renshi de Lu Xun, 83–84. 
67 Ni Moyan, Lu Xun jiushi qianshuo, 40–42. 
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神矢 is not “divine,” but rather “enigmatic, unfathomable, unpredictable, 
wonderous, or mysterious.”68 The first line would thus, through the use of 
affective images, give voice to the poet’s emotions and resolve (qinghuai 情懷) 
to brave the consequences of his decision.69 I would urge the reader to turn back 
to the ancient Classic of Mountains and Oceans (section #16 Da Huang xi jing 
大荒西經 [Classics of the great wildness West]), where the Xuan Yuan Tai is 
mentioned thus: “There is the Tower of Xuan Yuan—archers dare not shoot 
toward the west, as they fear the Tower of Xuan Yuan” (You Xuan Yuan zhi Tai, 
shezhe bu gan xi xiang she, wei Xuan Yuan zhi Tai 有軒轅之臺，射者不敢西向射，

畏軒轅之臺). In this reading, the shi 矢 (arrows) of shenshi 神矢 (divine arrow) 
resonates directly with lingtai (Spirit Tower) as the Tower of Xuan Yuan. If one 
simply asserts that the term lingtai means “heart” (xin 心), then translate it as 
such and say no more (as does Wu Jun), one loses all the intertextual references 
which are present in the original poem, given the way the terms are juxtaposed. 
Juxtaposition is an important part of Chinese writing style, aesthetics, and 
rhetoric. A contemporary Chinese scholar writing under the penname A Yuan 阿
袁 recently summarized this notion aptly when he wrote: 

 
至於今人多解此詩“靈臺”為“心”，並引《莊子 庚桑楚》“不可內於靈臺，靈臺

者有持”為證者，於全篇詩義其實並不貫通，固不足取。 
That many people today explain lingtai in this poem as “heart” and then 
quote the line about “you cannot let [these things] enter the lingtai, the 
lingtai has its guardian…” from the Gengsang Chu chapter of Zhuangzi as 
proof, actually does not fit in with the rest of the poem at all and is 
definitely insufficient demonstration of its viability as an interpretation....70 

                                                               
68 Zhang Xiangtian, Lu Xun jiushi jianzhu, 35. Byron’s lines describe the death of his hero on 
the field of battle: “Now girt with numbers, now almost alone,/ He foils their ranks, or 
re-unites his own;/ Himself he spared not—once they seem’d to fly—/ Now was the time, he 
waved his hand on high,/ And shook—Why sudden droops that plumed crest?/ The shaft is 
sped—the arrow’s in his breast!” in Lara, canto II, xv, lines 9–13. See The Works of Lord 
Byron, 305.  
69 A vastly different version comes from Xi Jin 錫金, who wrote in 1956 that Xu Guangping 
had explained to her (in 1941) the meaning of various allusions and references in the poem. Xi 
Jin contends this poem expresses Lu Xun’s consternation at having to submit to an arranged 
marriage. See Xi Jin’s article, “Lu Xun shi ben shi,” 9. However it should be noted that it was 
not until 1906 that Lu Xun’s mother, under pretext of illness, called her son back to Shaoxing 
for the purpose of fulfilling these vows of betrothal. 
70 A Yuan, Lu Xun shi biannian jianzheng, 39. A Yuan goes on to assert that lingtai refers to 
the Spirit Tower as a symbol of the poet’s homeland and shenshi (the divine arrows) as the 
power of revolution. “…神矢: 神奇的箭鏃, 借指新興的革命力量; 以往許多論者誤引許壽黨的說

法而導致了該詩久久不得其解.” Ibid., 39. For Burton Watson’s translation of the passage from 
Zhuangzi, see The Complete Works of Chuang Tzu, 255. Watson translates lingtai as Spirit 
Tower and notes “[it] is a Taoist term for the mind.” 
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The enigmatic nature of the poem is partially what fascinates readers, along with 
its bold images and appearance at a pivotal point in Lu Xun’s life. In light of the 
fact that Eva Shan Chou devotes nearly forty pages in her new monograph on Lu 
Xun,71 essentially an intellectual biography, to the continuing significance of this 
poem throughout his life, it is clear how important she considers it to be. Chou 
translates the poem in a straightforward manner into blank verse: 

 
My mind has no wish to avoid the arrows of the gods 
The winds and rains [of political disorder], black as boulders, darken my old 
home 
I entrust my thoughts to the star of a cold night, the king does not 
understand, 
I would offer up my blood for the [descendants] of the Yellow Emperor.72 
 

Note that she translates shenshi 神矢 as “the arrows of the gods,” and not 
“Cupid’s arrow,” in keeping with the grave and pressing tone of the rest of the 
poem. “No wish” for wuji 無計 (lit. “no plan”) is perhaps too mild. The 
parenthetical addition of “of political disorder” is interesting in that it locates the 
center of the problem within China, and does not focus on external forces (the 
threat of imperialist aggression), which has been a common reading in the PRC. 
“The king does not understand” for quan bu cha 荃不察 misses the irony 
implicit in Lu Xun’s invocation of this image of “the Fragrant One” (quan 荃) 
from the ancient Chuci within the modern context. A more accurate rendering of 
bu cha 不察  might be “does not deign to look into [it],” as an effete, 
muddled-headed, misled, ill-informed, or incompetent monarch might not. 
“Descendants” is an unnecessary addition—I think Lu Xun’s point originally was 
to use Xuan Yuan 軒轅 (the personal name of the Yellow Emperor) as a symbol 
of the Han nation (juxtaposed against quan 荃, ironically used for the Qing 
court), but it stops there. Of course, other more inclusive readings might indeed 
have been possible in later decades, as Chou demonstrates in the detailed 
discussion she gives us in her chapter 4 (“The Life of a Poem, 1903–36”), but my 
point is that when one translates a poem of this sort, one should read it in its 
original historical context first. Once that is established, other readers are free to 
make other associations later. 

My earlier treatment of this poem can be found in chapter 7 of The Lyrical Lu 
Xun, so I will not repeat that information here, but I should point out that the 
format I adopted throughout the book (the circumstances surrounding each 

                                                               
71 Memory, Violence, Queues: Lu Xun Interprets China. These include one whole chapter “The 
Life of a Poem 1903–36” (pp. 145–80) and a two-part appendix, “Inscribed by the Author on a 
Small Likeness” in “Dating the Evidence” and “The Meaning of shenshi in Line 1” (pp. 
233–38). 
72 Eva Shan Chou, Memory, Violence, Queues: Lu Xun Interprets China, 145. 
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poem’s composition/literal gloss/figurative translation / endnotes) was conceived 
of as a way of helping readers approach and understand the original poem, not as 
a definitive translation.73 The figurative translation I made toward the middle of 
the chapter to convey the “feel” of the original into the target language runs: 

 
The spirit tower holds no plan 
 to dodge the arrows of gods or man; 
These storms that strike like rocks a-fall 
 enshroud our land in their darkening pall. 
A shooting star might convey men’s will, 
 but the Fragrant One lacks judgment still; 
So shall I offer my blood up for 
 Xuan Yuan, our progenitor. 
 

The feelings of storm, stress, and alienation, rising into an emotional crescendo 
that characterizes the original are at least suggested in this translation. True, I 
also resort to some figurative wording,74 but it includes copious annotation with 
references to the original text and its literal meaning (which I cannot reproduce 
here out of considerations for space). For that reason I take exception to Wu 
Jun’s conclusion when she completely ignores my (and other scholars’) 
annotations and then concludes: “In the final analysis it is much easier for us 
Chinese to translate Lu Xun’s poetry than it is for foreigners to understand it” (畢
竟我們中國人翻譯魯迅的詩歌要比外國人理解原詩容易得多).75 This is at best an 
uninformed reaction to Sinological conventions in the treatment of allusions 
within poetry, which traditionally rely on footnotes or endnotes to explain the 
implications of allusions, rather than substituting with paraphrase.  

Conveying Satire and Irony 

Wu Jun continues in this vein in her discussion of the translation of Lu Xun’s 
1934 poem, “Feelings on an Autumn Night” (Qiuye you gan 秋夜有感): 
 

綺羅幕後送飛光，柏栗叢邊做道場。 
望帝終教芳草變，迷陽聊飾大田荒。 

                                                               
73 The Lyrical Lu Xun, 100–107. 
74 For instance, “The Fragrant One” as a translation for the fragrant plant quan 荃 comes 
from David Hawkes. Hawkes explains quan as a reference to the poet’s king. See his Ch’u tz’u: 
The Songs of the South, 212–13. I commented that “Lu Xun uses the term quan somewhat 
ironically here to stand in for the powers that be in the Qing court.” See Jon von Kowallis, The 
Lyrical Lu Xun, 106, n. 16. 
75 Wu Jun, Lu Xun shige fanyi chuanbo yanjiu, 34. 
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何來酪果供千佛，難得蓮花似六郎。 
中夜雞鳴風雨集，起燃煙捲覺新涼。 
 

In her Lu Xun Complete Poems, Wu Jun’s translation of this poem reads: 
 
On an Autumn Night 
Behind the fine silk curtain, time is fooled away, 
By the ground of execution is Buddhist alters’ construction. 
Accompanies the fragrant grass withering, the cuckoos wail, 
The thorns spreading out for the wild land’s decoration. 
Where to get creams and fruits for the thousand Buddhas to offer? 
The lotus-flower like Lord Sixth is hard to find as the performer. 
The cock crow and the wind and storm gathers at mid night, 
Feeling the fresh cold around, I up rise and a cigar to light.76  
 

Let us begin with Lu Xun’s sardonic lines: Qi luo mu hou song fei guang, Bo li 
cong bian zuo dao chang 綺羅幕後送飛光，柏栗叢邊做道場, which Wu Jun 
translates: “Behind the fine silk curtain, time is fooled away,/ By the ground of 
execution, is Buddhist alters’ construction” and which I translated as: “Amid 
gossamer silk-curtained pleasure, fleeting time is whiled away as leisure;/ While 
‘neath the chestnut and the cypress tree―a requiem in all solemnity!” To that, 
the first couplet in the poem, I added the commentary (one of a number):  
 

In antiquity, chestnut and cypress groves were often chosen as sites for 
executing criminals, since the word li 栗 (“chestnut”) is homophonous with 
the word [zhanli 戰慄] “to quake” (in fear)―the idea being that public 
executions would serve as a deterrent to crime by intimidating the populace. 
As early as Shang times, the woods served as sacrificial altar locations.77 
The phrase zuo daochang refers to Buddhist or Taoist rites conducted for the 
delivery of souls from purgatory; hence it is here rendered “requiem.” 
Whether or not Lu Xun had this meaning in mind is subject to debate. 
Perhaps he was only referring to the “cultivation of merit” by the faithful 
officials and prominent personages who attended the rituals held at 
Hangzhou and telling the reader that tyranny belies their piety.78  
 

Jenner translates the same lines: “Within the silken curtains time is wasted;/ 
                                                               
76 Wu Jun, Quan yingyi Lu Xun shige ji, 127. 
77 See Lu Xun shi jian xuanji: Fu shigao, 152. 
78 Jon von Kowallis, The Lyrical Lu Xun, 322, n. 16. 
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Beside the killing ground are Buddhist rites performed.”79 He comments, also in 
an endnote:  
 

[This poem] is full of comments on the state of China, but wrapped in 
allusions that are not always clear… The first line evidently refers to the 
extravagance of the rich, a traditional theme in Chinese poetry. The meaning 
of the second line has been much argued over, and the translation offered 
follows the most widely accepted interpretation, which takes the line as a 
comment on the Buddhist rituals performed in Hangzhou in April 1934 at 
the insistence of the authorities in order to ward off the Japanese threat. 
“Killing ground” renders one possible meaning of clumps of “cypress and 
chestnut,” the literal significance of the original.80 
 

The late David Y. Ch’en, Professor of Chinese at the Ohio State University, 
whom Wu Jun considers a Westerner, translates the couplet: “Behind colored 
silk curtains flying time is let pass by./ By the cypress and chestnut groves 
ritual altars stand.”81 To which David Ch’en also adds the endnote comment:  
 

In pre-Ch’in times (prior to the 3rd century B.C.), pine, cypress, and 
chestnut trees were planted to mark the site of the altar of the God of Earth, 
where trials were held and criminals executed. According to most critics, 
these trees are used in the poem as symbols of law enforcement to suggest 
the imprisonment and execution of political offenders. Some have asserted 
the “ritual alters” (tao-ch’ang 道場, Buddhist holy ground, not related to the 
God of Earth) refer to government-sponsored special Buddhist services held 
in 1934 and led by the Panchan Lama 班禪喇嘛 (1883–1937), the Living 
Buddha of Tibet, for the deliverance of China from calamities. In accord 
with these interpretations, the implication of this line seems to be ironic: 
that two things the author opposed, killing and praying (brutality and 
superstition), should have taken place side by side….82 
 

But at this point in Wu Jun’s running commentary, she observes: “… from this it 
is obvious that among three Western translators, two did not translate the 
implications of ‘execution grounds’ or ‘performing Buddhist rituals’ that are 
alluded to, whereas the Chinese translators are all clear on the connotations of 

                                                               
79 W. J. F. Jenner, trans., Lu Xun Selected Poems, 89. 
80 Ibid., 151–52. 
81 David Y. Ch’en, Lu Hsun Complete Poems, 137. 
82 Ibid., 246–47. 



Collisions of the Past with the Present 607 

these folkloristic allusions and translated them correctly” (…由此可見三位西方譯

者中兩位都沒有譯出“刑場”及“做佛事”的典故含義，而中國譯者對這種民俗典故的

含義是清楚的並都譯對了意).83 This is clearly a misrepresentation of other 
scholars’ published work, as I have demonstrated by the above quotations from 
all the works by “Westerners.” 

Wu Jun translates Bo li cong bian zuo dao chang 柏栗從邊做道場 as “By the 
ground of execution is Buddhist alters’ construction,”84 which barely makes 
sense in English. As I and all the other “Western” translators have noted, 
anciently sacrifices were performed at shrines, often located near sacred groves, 
such as cypress or chestnut (bo li cong bian 柏栗從邊), but to gloss these groves 
simply as “execution grounds” (xingchang 刑場), and then translate that gloss 
(not the original text) into English as “execution grounds,” loses the original 
image. Similarly zuo daochang 做道場 refers to the performance of religious 
rites—probably a sarcastic reference by Lu Xun to the Shilun Jingang Fahui 時
輪金剛法會, a charity benefit officiated by the Ninth Panchen Lama with the 
support of Chiang Kai-shek 蔣介石, Dai Jitao 戴季陶, Chu Minyi 褚民誼, and 
former warlord Duan Qirui 段祺瑞 in Hangzhou in the spring of 1934 to ward 
off national calamity. But to gloss it simply as zuo Fo shi 做佛事 (as Wu Jun 
does—virtually all of her annotations to her English translations are inexplicably 
written in Chinese only) and then to translate the line as “By the ground of 
execution, is Buddhist alters’ construction” changes everything. In a way, I 
suppose this is in keeping with Wu Jun’s main theoretical pronouncement in her 
book: “To translate is precisely to change” (yi ji yi 譯即易).85 Maybe that is why 
she changes so much, another example being changing “cigarette” (yanjuan  煙
捲) into “cigar”—Lu Xun smoked cigarettes. Moreover, the use of “cigar” in 
English often suggests a celebratory mood, which is absent here. 

Again, for the record, I will reproduce my own figurative translation of the 
same poem from chapter 47 in The Lyrical Lu Xun without my preface, literal 
gloss, annotations or twenty-two endnotes, all of which can be read on pages 
316–25 of The Lyrical Lu Xun: 

 
Amid gossamer silk-curtained pleasure, 
 Fleeting time is whiled away as leisure; 
While ‘neath the chestnut and the cypress tree― 
 A requiem in all solemnity! 
The cuckoo’s cry that signals fall 
 has fragrant grasses wither, one and all; 

                                                               
83 Wu Jun, Lu Xun shige fanyi chuanbo yanjiu, 167. 
84 Wu Jun, Quan yingyi Lu Xun shige ji, 127. 
85 Wu Jun, Lu Xun shige fanyi chuanbo yanjiu, 42–94. 
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And naught but thistle flowers are yet left 
 to decorate vast wastelands so bereft. 
So whence shall come treats fine enough indeed 
 to satisfy a host of Buddhas’ need? 
Nor can a lotus fair enough be found, 
 though to surpass Liu Lang ‘twill not be bound. 
This night the cock would rather crow than rest, 
 as wind and rain in storm together press; 
Arising from my couch, a cigarette I light 
 and feel the chill of an early autumn night.86 
  

With this version the reader of English might at least get a hint of the satire and 
the irony in the original, which is wholly absent from Wu Jun’s rendering. 

A Need for Competency in the Target Language 

Other examples from Wu Jun’s Lu Xun Complete Poems, which I have neither 
the space nor the inclination to discuss here, are the lines: “You missed your tip 
as your writing of children for tease” (失計造兒童);87 “Wash Lisao in rustling 
with gentle autumn waves” (秋波渺渺失《離騷》);88 “Playing of lute stopped, and 
nobody had heard a tune./ Sigh of peace increscent [sic], only to fill the autumn 
gate” (鼓完瑤瑟人不聞，太平成象盈秋門);89 and “We are helpless with so many 
ill weeds thrived in the field,/ So to the other land for the scent spreading to 
immigrate” (無奈終輸蕭艾密，卻成遷客播芳馨).90 These are not translations, they 
are simply gibberish. Regrettably, works like Wu Jun’s are presented to Chinese 
readers as serious scholarly endeavors (the name of the publisher, Wen shi zhe 
文史哲, suggests that it is an arm of Academia Sinica, which turns out not to be 
the case), and they may set the study of Lu Xun’s poetry back decades in terms 
of time and effort. I am also curious as to why Wu Jun sought publication for 
these two books in Taiwan, where, to my knowledge at least, hardly anyone is 
familiar with Lu Xun’s classical-style poetry. It was banned under the Chiang 
dictatorship and by the time martial law was lifted in 1987, most people there 
had become preoccupied with the future of Taiwan and had (unfortunately, in my 
view at least) lost interest in the minutiae of what came to be referred to as “the 
history of the other side [of the Taiwan Strait]” (nei bian de lishi 那邊的歷史). 

                                                               
86 Jon von Kowallis, The Lyrical Lu Xun, 321. 
87 Wu Jun, Quan yingyi Lu Xun shige ji, 81. 
88 Ibid., 105. 
89 Ibid., 90. 
90 Ibid., 119. 
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I will close with a final example of Wu Jun’s invocation of the doctrine of 
privileged access in praise of Huang Xinqu’s 黃新渠 (1979) translation, which 
was discredited by Leo Ou-fan Lee 李歐梵 91 and other scholars decades ago:  

 
… 可見黃新渠的譯文比起英美學者的翻譯選詞更准，讀起來更令人感受到原

作的神韻。這是因為黃新渠為中國人，比起西方人來說，他更能理解魯迅寫詩

時的歷史背景和感受詩人寫詩時的心情。  
It can be seen that Huang Hsin-chyu’s translation is more accurate than 
those of the English and American scholars and, when read, can allow one 
to savor the rhyme and spirit of the original. This is because Huang 
Hsin-chyu is a Chinese and, compared with Westerners, is more capable of 
understanding the historical background and Lu Xun’s feelings at the time 
of the composition.92  

 
Here she is referring to Huang’s translation of the untitled poem, usually 

referred to as “Personally Inscribed on a Small Likeness of the Poet” (Zi ti xiao 
xiang 自題小像), which I have discussed already at length above. The translation 
by Huang Hsin-chyu, to which she is referring here, reads:  

 
There’s no way for my heart to evade the arrows of Cupid,  
While wind and rain like a millstone darken my homeland.  
Asking in vain the chilly stars to greet my people,  
I’m resolved to shed my blood for my great motherland.93  
 

To this, Huang adds a note at the end of line one: “The ‘arrows of Cupid’ here is 
used as a metaphor, hinting at the poet’s deep love for his motherland.” And 
another at the end of line two states that wind and rain are “referring to feudalism 
and imperialism then dominating over the old China just like a millstone.”94 I 
have already addressed the problems with the use of “Cupid” for shenshi 神矢

above. The phrase “to greet my people” for quan bu cha 荃不察 (the Fragrant 
One does not consider) is clearly wrong; while “my great motherland” is a 
                                                               
91 Leo Ou-fan Lee wrote that Huang Hsin-chyu’s translations of Lu Xun’s poetry were 
“atrocious and must be avoided.” See his Voices from the Iron House: A Study of Lu Xun, 207. 
Also see my review of Huang in “Review of Huang Hsin-chyu Poems of Lu Hsun,” 183–88. 
Huang’s revised edition was in fact prompted by my review, which was intended to only point 
out representative problems. Unfortunately, Huang, in his second edition, corrected only those 
points I mentioned specifically. 
92 Wu Jun, Lu Xun shige fanyi chuanbo yanjiu, 31.  
93 See Huang Hsin-chyu, Poems of Lu Hsun, 1. The substitutions used by Huang and Xu 
Yuanchong 許淵沖 (“our nation grand”), which actually amount to distortions, are hailed by 
Wu Jun; again see her Lu Xun shige fanyi chuanbo yanjiu, 33–34.  
94 Huang Hsin-chyu, Poems of Lu Hsun, 1, n. 1 and 2. 
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self-congratulatory substitution for Xuan Yuan, sounding clearly out of character 
for Lu Xun. In addition, the use of -land and -land at the ends of lines two and 
four is not considered a rhyme in English, negating Wu Jun’s point about being 
able to savor the rhyme in English. I dare say that making Lu Xun sound rather 
banal in this way does little to bring across the “spirit” of the poem. 

Perhaps Wu Jun’s two books were published in Taiwan with an eye toward the 
academic resuscitation of a “Nationalist China” on the island, one of several 
monikers formerly applied to the Kuomintang regime (Lu Xun once quipped 
“Why are they called ‘Nationalists’?”), which also brought the “White Terror” 
(decried by Lu Xun in his poetry and essays) with them to Taiwan from the 
mainland. This might, after all, be in line with recent attempts in the PRC at the 
posthumous rehabilitation of Chiang Kai-shek as the national leader during the 
War to Resist Japan (although this flies in the face of previous Chinese 
Communist historiography and also contradicts the testimony of American 
military, diplomatic, and intelligence officers who were present in China during 
the Second World War).95 In light of the removal from Beijing middle-school 
textbooks of Lu Xun’s famous 1926 essay, “In Memory of Ms. Liu Hezhen” 
(Jinian Liu Hezhen jun 紀念劉和珍君), which rails against the warlord regime 
for firing on unarmed student demonstrators,96 and its replacement with an 
excerpt from the novel “Eight Books of the Heavenly Dragon” (Tianlong babu 
天龍八部) by the formidable, but not necessarily culturally self-reflective, martial 

                                                               
95 As these observers assessed the situation, Chiang conserved his troops in Chongqing, 
resisting reform of the Chinese army, while collecting US Lend-Lease equipment in order to 
use it later against the Communists after Japan had been defeated by the Allies. See John S. 
Service, Lost Chance in China: The World War II Dispatches of John S. Service, 101–5, 
130–36; Barbara Tuchman, Stilwell and the American Experience in China, 1911–45, 180–88; 
and Elliott Roosevelt, As He Saw It, 207. American war correspondent Brooks Atkinson, who 
interviewed Stilwell in Chongqing shortly after his dismissal, wrote in “China Crisis” 
published in Time Magazine (Nov. 13, 1944): “The decision to relieve General Stilwell [of 
command] represents the political triumph of a moribund, anti-democratic regime that is more 
concerned with maintaining its political supremacy than in driving the Japanese out of China. 
The Chinese Communists… have good armies that they are claiming to be fighting guerrilla 
warfare against the Japanese in North China—actually they are covertly or even overtly 
building themselves up to fight Generalissimo’s [i. e., Chiang’s] government forces… The 
Generalissimo naturally regards these armies as the chief threat to the country and his 
supremacy… [and] has seen no need to make sincere attempts to arrange at least a truce with 
them for the duration of the war… No diplomatic genius could have overcome the 
Generalissimo’s basic unwillingness to risk his armies in battle with the Japanese.” Of his 
experience with Chiang Kai-shek, Stilwell famously concluded: “It made me itch to throw 
down my shovel and get over there and shoulder a rifle with Chu Teh [Zhu De 朱德, the 
Chinese Communist military commander].” —from a letter dated April 6, 1946, as quoted in 
Barbara Tuchman, Stilwell and the American Experience in China, 1911–45, 673.  
96 Any careful reading of this essay will demonstrate that Lu Xun’s purpose was not to incite 
students to take to the streets to demonstrate—if anything, it was quite the opposite. 
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arts novelist Jin Yong 金庸 (b. 1924), as Lu Xun researchers, we may begin to 
ask ourselves where, indeed, is “The Good Hell That Was Lost”?97 At best, Wu 
Jun’s works might serve as an encouragement to her readers (young scholars in 
Taiwan?) to take up their own pens and translate (or at least study the translation 
of) Lu Xun’s poetry. But to discourage them from reading Western books on the 
subject would, I should think, be opposed to everything Lu Xun stood for.98 

Translation as Folly? 

This essay began with the contention that the most important consideration for 
translation is to successfully convey (da 達) the meaning of the original text into 
the target language, and has asserted that in the translation of poetry the foremost 
aspect of this is to produce a translated text that evokes the same feeling or mood 
as the original. Secondly, I have argued that this should be done while attempting 
to preserve and bring the images of the original over into the target language, 
because the use of affective imagery is a key element in Chinese poetry. Where 
this is not readily accomplished, the images can be introduced and discussed in 
prologues, running commentaries, or annotations. This approach is even more 
relevant for the translation and interpretation of Lu Xun’s or any other 
classical-style poetry that is highly allusive.  

That much being said, we may never achieve a perfect (or even a satisfactory) 
translation, but that is no reason to stop trying. Some of the greatest and most 
influential poetry in the English language—the Psalms in the Bible, for 
example—have come about as translations. Clearly they have had a wider impact 
than their Hebrew originals. As I used to say to the students on the first night in 
my MA-level course on Chinese poetry and poetics: “We could all agree that ‘it 
is impossible to translate poetry’ and just go home. But others will continue to 
translate it and people will continue to buy their translations, take them home and 
read them. We cannot stop them.” The impetus to translate foreign literature and, 
I would venture to say, even poetry, stems more from human curiosity than from 

                                                               
97 A reference to Lu Xun’s prose poem, “The Good Hell That Was Lost” (Shidiao de hao diyu 
失掉的好地獄), dated June 16, 1925, and published in the collection, Wild Grass (Yecao 野草). 
See Lu Xun quanji, vol. 2, 199–201. 
98 I am reminded of his short satiric piece “A List of ‘Must-Read’ Books for the Youth: A 
Reply to the Supplement of Capital News” (Qingnian bidushu: Ying Jingbao Fukan de 
zhengqiu 青年必讀書——應《京報副刊》的徵求) where he replied to a request from the periodical 
(which he obviously found banal): “I think they should read less, or perhaps no, Chinese books, 
and read more foreign ones….” See Lu Xun quanji, vol. 3, 12–13. He continues on this remark, 
which stirred up considerable controversy, with “Just Another Response…” (Liao da 聊答), in 
Lu Xun quanji, vol. 7, 248–51; and “Reporting ‘Strange Indeed These Remarks’” (Bao “Qi zai 
suowei” 報《奇哉所謂…》)    , in Lu Xun quanji, vol. 7, 252–61. 
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folly. Let us continue in that spirit. 
Lu Xun’s poetry may well say different things to different people. Ambiguity 

is inherent in the nature of much classical-style verse in Chinese, which leaves it 
open to a degree of interpretation, and that in fact functions to attract readers. But 
translations into another language, particularly one as different from Chinese as 
English, need to be based on the original text and reflect that text, first and 
foremost, not simply present a paraphrased version of one possible reading. For 
that reason, it is necessary to reject the facile dictum, “to translate means 
precisely to change” (yi ji yi 譯即易). A serious translation must make every 
effort to convey the original into the target language; it cannot take the alteration 
of meaning as its departure point. And so it is, too, with historiography and 
literary studies as well. One cannot accept the distortion of history or the 
bowdlerization of culturally important texts, such as Xu Shoushang’s memoirs, 
for the sake of expediency—political or otherwise. China is too important in the 
world. Lu Xun is too important for China. Poetry is too important in Chinese. 
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