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Editorial: The Dao of Translating Chinese Literature
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“Dao gives rise to one, one to two, two to three, and three to ten thousand.” －Lao Tzu



In the beginning, there was nothing. There was no Chinese Literature and Culture. In 2014, there came a troublemaker who was determined to create something and a group of translators and scholars who didn’t think he was really creating trouble and would like to take the trouble to help. The result was two welcome volumes of Chinese Literature and Culture. Now we have one more, the third volume. The journal of scholarly translations has outgrown its original design as an annual journal into a three-issues-per-year journal, and it has outgrown itself into a platform to connect various kinds of people with a common literary interest. The contents of the first volumes, particularly the Chinese stories, have fascinated many readers, and the journal strikes them as a decent journal of scholarly translations.

However, the difficulty has been tremendous. It is easy to translate a story, an essay, or a poem into understandable English but it is difficult to translate it into good English literature. In the process of editing, we have upheld one principle: A translation of literature has to be literature. You cannot simply ignore how the original is made up and tell your own story in whatever way you like. We want each translation to be a close semblance of the original. Such an exacting procedure of course has kept some translators away and the serious editors and translators constantly argue with each other－sometimes feelings are hurt－over a word, over a sentence, or over a comma. In most cases, the editors and translators have survived the arguments satisfied, fulfilled, and uplifted. In a nutshell, Chinese Literature and Culture sets out to produce translations that are both faithful and flowing English, and we do not pursue arbitrary beauty. We believe that originals are textual facts, that there should be some mechanics of translation, and that the creativity of the translator shouldn’t be wild. 

In this volume, Canadian author Patrick Kavanagh contributes an important piece: “Smutty Moll for a Mattress Jig: Cross-Cultural Collaboration in Beijing,” a recollection of his encounter with the late Xiao Qian, who consulted him about the translation of the many colloquialisms while translating nearly-impossible Ulysses into Chinese. We also have Su Tong’s masterpiece “West Window” translated by Prof. Feng Zhilin. Fraser Sutherland captures the spirit and subtlety of the story in his commentary with beautifully written lines like “A girl watches through a window. A boy watches the girl.” Liu Chun’s “Beijing Guys” is the story of a virgin girl being womanized by one of Beijing’s “last bunch of friends in need and friends indeed,” who are maintaining an old tradition in an increasingly unrecognizable city and become decadent, adulterous, and selfish. “The Postman” is the work of Lin Peiyuan, a promising young author. It is “a story that lets readers into village life in rural China.” (Craig Hulst). “A Poet’s Elm” by Xu Yi is the story of a former poet whose eye disease has ruined her career and is creating psychological problems. In the poetry section, we have something quaint: the beautiful lyrics of a petty official in the Qing Dynasty: “From Intoxication to Sobriety: the Ditties of Zhao Qingxi,” something that has never been translated into English before.

Because we have realized most of our readers are in the learning world, we have included the Chinese for three of the stories and in the future we will also do so from time to time. This means the journal can also be used as language learning material.

Originally there was nothing. We started with a desire to give good English translations of Chinese literature, we had one issue, then a second issue, then a third issue...Projects and connections outside the journal will multiply, and more and more people will embark on a vital international literary exchange.

Chu Dongwei

Guangdong University of Foreign Studies
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West Window by Su Tong, translated by Feng Zhilin
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Through the west window was a view characteristic of the city outskirts: the muddy waters of the wide river that surrounded the city, the miles and miles of earthen ridges that were the ruins of an ancient city wall, a few willow trees here and there, a redbrick water tower, huge chimneys, and a gigantic industrial building soaring into the skies from a cement plant under construction. The river was about twenty meters wide, something rarely seen even in the south; on both sides were moored rafts of bamboo or wood. People living along the river had no idea where they came from or what they were used for; they only saw them lying there all year round allowing moss and lichen to grow on the logs, and water hyacinth, dead fish, and strange garbage to gather in the bamboo gaps.

On our side of the river was Toon Tree Street where we grew up.

Hongduo's gran was airing vegetables in front of her house before preserving them in salt. It was a fine day after days of rain, and the women were particularly busy. Hongduo’s gran was not alone. Many other women on Toon Tree Street were airing vegetables to be preserved. My mom too was putting up wooden poles to air vegetables for preservation. It was so quiet in the afternoon that the patter from the dripping vegetables could be heard. Flies were humming and droning in the air. I was in my room when I suddenly caught the conversation outside between Hongduo's gran and my mom.

"Have you seen Hongduo ?" Hongduo's gran asked.

"No. Maybe she is washing the yarn by the bamboo rafts," my mom answered.

"No way. She left the washtub at the doorstep and must now be who knows where having fun," Hongduo's gran said.

In fact, at that moment Hongduo was sitting in my room by the west window. Undoubtedly she had also heard the conversation but she appeared indifferent. "Pay no attention to her. Don't let her know I'm in here," said Hongduo to me. Adjusting herself in the rattan chair for a better view she was leaning sideways. The afternoon sun was reflected by the river onto her forehead and face, creating a beautiful skin color, golden and crystal clear so that on the contours of her face could still be seen the fine hairs of a child, which reminded me that she was only fourteen.

I couldn't figure out why she was hiding her whereabouts from her gran. Perhaps she meant to tell me something but didn't know where to begin. For quite a long while, she sat in front of me, watching me lubricate my air gun with vaseline. I had no idea what she wanted to say to me. Sitting vacantly on the rattan chair at the west window, she did me no harm, except for the occasional creaking from the bad part of the chair, but I couldn't help wondering what she had to say.

"Go and see if my gran is still at the gate," she abruptly begged earnestly, which seemed to me ridiculous.

"What is it you want to do?"  

Putting away the air gun I went to the door and glanced at her house across the way. Her gran was sitting at the doorstep taking apart used gloves and as usual, she put the yarn in the wood basin behind her and from time to time freed a hand to drive away the flies attracted to the vegetables. I came back and said to Hongduo, "She’s taking apart gloves again. The tub is full of yarn now. It’s time you washed it."

"No! I am not going to. I'll never wash yarn for her again," she said, shaking her head resolutely, and the fingers of one hand nervously fiddling with the nails of the other. Then she looked up and said,"Could you go to the house opposite mine and find out for me whether Old Qiu is in?"

"What's the matter? What are you up to?" I said, finally annoyed by her strange orders. Picking up the air gun halfway cleaned and patting its paulownia-wood butt, I replied, "Can't you see I am busy? No time to run errands for you!"

Surprised by my flare-up of temper and her face reddening, Hongduo stood up  and retreated to the back door, lifting the hem of her skirt. Her stare fell from my face to rest on the air gun in my hands, an air gun that had no match on Toon Tree Street. Her dark eyes glowed before she said, " If only I had an air gun."

The doorway opposite my house is shared by two families, Hongduo and her gran living in the front while the family of Old Qiu the mason lived in the back of the yard. The courtyard was said to have been a nunnery once where one could still see the bronze incense burner placed against the wall and two bodhi trees facing each other half dead. People seldom visited it because Hongduo's gran was among the nasty lot that were selfish, gossipy, and always trying to stir up trouble, not to mention her stink either from the greasy dirty gloves she had to wash all year round or from something else. Anyway women never went to visit her. But Old Qiu's house was not visited for a different reason. Apparently his wife's tuberculosis kept people away. She was pale and wasted and her eyebrows were always knotted. During the day she was confined to her bamboo couch spitting constantly into a broken bowl; at night her piercing dry cough was heard by half the street.

Old Qiu was a good sort. He was kind-hearted and generous, which won him great popularity throughout Toon Tree Street. No matter who had a roof leak or a trouble with the radio, the lady of the house would send for him for a repair. He was versatile and always ready to help. He and his men built our little shack by the river. Sometimes, when my parents had a quarrel, Old Qiu’s name would be mentioned. "Just look at Old Qiu. A member of your own sex. If only you were a tiny bit as capable," my mom would often say.

That was why I felt uncomfortable when Hongduo spoke ill of Old Qiu, because I didn't know if she was telling the truth.

She was sitting by the west window, the fingers of one hand fiddling with the nails of the other. After a while, she dug out some dirt and flicked it out the window. She turned to look at me surreptitiously and at long last said something horrible.

"Old Qiu is no good. He peeped at me taking a bath." 

With that she went out the back door, lifting the hem of her skirt. Then she took up the washtub full of dirty yarn and headed for the riverside. I saw her squatting on the raft pounding yarn in the basin with a laundry club. Viewed from behind in the distance she looked like any mature woman of Toon Tree Street.

I told my mom the secret when I couldn't keep it any longer. She was surprised and didn’t quite believe in Hongduo. "Shame on her. How can she throw mud on Old Qiu? They owe their living to his support and he treats her like his own daughter. Peeping at her in the bath? What nonsense! Just like her gran she tells nothing but lies!" my mom said.

I had no idea what day this started. Hongduo would visit me before sunset through our backdoor taking advantage of her daily laundry trip to the river as if we were dating. But between us there wasn't the usual feeling of first-time lovers— I was never able to know what went through her mind. A bit self-conscious but mostly nonchalant she would sit motionless near the west window staring at me or at the river with water stains on her arms that smelled of sour soap. Apparently she wasn't quite interested in what I was doing or the movements of the oilers and freighters out there. I thought she wasn’t exactly thinking anything but only needed a place away from home to sit for a while in front of a window. 

"Keep away from her," warned my mom, "because she's capable of lying just like her gran, and at such an early age!" She added, "They never even blush when they tell lies."

Some of the things Hongduo had told me were later proved to be lies. For example, she told me her mom was a doctor working in a Beijing hospital, how clean and tidy she was, and how much she had cared for and protected her. Later I heard  a different description from her gran, that her mom was an ugly slut who had left her own daughter here to her own devices. In fact, she was a textile worker and, one month after her husband’s death in an accident, remarried a stranger and left with him.  Hongduo had also told me about the illness of Old Qiu's wife in a strange voice. She said that the woman would soon breathe her last. If she was not going to die, Old Qiu would kill her. Hongduo slid her fingers back and forth on the window sill while speaking to me. Suddenly she opened her eyes wide and stared at me, saying,"Yesterday I saw Old Qiu pointing a mason's knife at his wife going to kill her while she was asleep, but he stopped when he saw me when I was fetching a bucket of water from the well in the yard. But it won't be long before the woman breathes her last. You mark my word."

A few days later I saw Old Qiu on Toon Tree Street pushing a cart in which sat his thin pallid wife wrapped in a quilt. Wasted as she was, her eyes still sparkled, with no traces of death approaching her. People they met stopped to ask about her illness, and the invalid responded,"I won't recover soon, nor will I die immediately. But it’s a whole lot of trouble for Old Qiu." Standing on the street with his hands on the 

handle bars, the skinny Old Qiu smiled a wry smile, his fingers deftly knocking on the handlebars and making a low, rhythmic sound as if from some musical instrument. I heard him say, "Today is Monday. We have to go to the hospital every Monday. "

Why did Hongduo lie to me? I had no idea at all.

For the ordinary folks of Toon Tree Street, the most sensational rumor was Old Qiu peeping at Hongduo in the bath. I once asked her about the details, such as whether her gran was guarding the door when she took the bath in the shared kitchen between their two families. She said yes. She always asked her gran to guard the kitchen door for her every time she took a bath.

That was weird. Looking into her eyes I went on to ask how come Old Qiu was able to peep at her with her gran guarding the door.

“He peeped through the window.” Apparently she was dodging something in her answer.

“Still, it doesn't sound quite right. Didn’t you draw the curtain while you took a bath? Besides, your kitchen door and window are together and if he peeped through the window how was it possible that your gran didn’t see him?”

Hongduo gave me a startled look. With sorrow and horror in her eyes she seemed all the more helpless. Her beautiful maturing body became restless in the rattan chair near the window. Like a cornered rabbit cowering under the west window, her left hand on her pale cheeks and her right hand on her pink lower lip, she quivered for a minute before she blurted out something even more shocking.

"Just between you and me. My gran collects money from Old Qiu. One yuan a time."

Flabbergasted, I stared at the girl by the west window, unable to tell what was true or false. I remember it was an early summer afternoon, and my room near the river was damp and hot. Her skirt, blue flowers on a white background, glowed under the setting sun. 

Looking back now, I realize that I should have kept her secret. But I didn't. Either out of naivety or something else, I broke it to others as if it were something laughable. Toon Tree Street was soon bubbling with the secret from the former nunnery. One day I saw Hongduo's gran was chasing her on the stone steps by the river. After running for a while, Hongduo stopped, lifted the tub—the yarn washed halfway— and threw it at her gran, who in turn hurled obscenities at her. Hongduo numbly stared at her gran and the other women by the riverside. Her gran boxed her ears three times while swearing at her. I saw clearly she slapped her three times.

The girl rushed to my house in a frenzy. Her cheeks, pale with rage and indignation, hit the glass of the west window. I saw blood on a corner of her mouth. She was sobbing and swearing outside the window. I couldn't make out what exactly she said. I knew her rage had to do with my betrayal but wasn't able to hear her clearly. She tried to get in through our back door, which my parents had nailed shut.

When the rainy season set in, Hongduo no longer showed up in my little room. The pattering of rain was heard all the time; the water level in the river went up every day. The grass quickly grew to hide the gravel and the trash. Watching the rain from my window I could occasionally see Hongduo in a loose fitting raincoat washing yarn on a log raft. Wooden tub in hand, she traveled to and fro, always in a hurry. And I knew that the girl would never sneak into my little room any more.

This particular damp and rainy season saw Hongduo grow into a mature woman all too suddenly. One day I saw her coming out from the iron gate of the East Wind Junior High School together with other girls, and her womanly composure and  solitude gave me a strange feeling. When I passed her on my bike, she suddenly turned around and gave me a stare full of resentment and contempt. I heard her say in a world-wise tone, "There isn't a single good soul on this street."

I felt bad and I felt a nameless loss. Now I understood that she had taken me for the only good person on the street. I had no idea of the basis of her judgment. After all, she was only a girl of fourteen.

The roof of my house leaked again and Old Qiu was sent for. As his helper I spent a whole noon with him on the rooftop. When Hongduo passed by, proudly swaying her waist, he broke a tile with his mason's knife, sighed and remarked, "That little thing is a liar. There must be something wrong with her mind."  I can't forget how sullen and worried he looked when he said that, his face as ashy as the tile and his eyebrows knitted. I could say nothing because I was really confused. I'd never heard him comment on her before and his remark was a bit unexpected yet quite justifiable.
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