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Abstract

This thesis focuses on Ezra Pound’s translation of Classical Chinese Poetry in Cathay. A
comparative study of Pound’s translations with the original Chinese poems and versions by other
translators is conducted. The theoretical framework adopted is Toury’s (1995) Descriptive
Translation Studies (DTS): an important concept, ‘shifts’, is used for the analysis. Lefevere’s
(1975) seven strategies for translating poetry and Chesterman’s (1997) categorization of shifts on
syntactic, semantic, and pragmatic levels are incorporated as the secondary framework to make
the analysis more specific and comprehensive. The thesis reveals that regardless of some
considerable deviations from the original, Pound’s translations have successfully reproduced the
essence, the delicate shades of meaning, the musicality, the sharp imagery, the precise diction,
and the succinct style of the source texts, which has enabled Cathay to become a popular

collection of translation since its first publication in 1915.
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Introduction

A widely quoted saying goes: ‘Poetry is what gets lost in translation” (Wechsler 1998,
51), illustrating one representative opinion about the untranslatability of poetry. People think so
because poetry is so closely related to the specific language and culture that once transformed
into another language many key features of the original may suffer a loss. Especially when the
target and source languages are English and Chinese, which belong to two genetically unrelated
families, there are huge differences to challenge translators’ knowledge and skills such as: the
writing systems — one alphabetic, the other ideographic; the syntactic traditions — one
inflectional, the other free from inflections and thus much looser and flexible; the sound systems
— one can have clusters of consonants in one single word, while the other cannot due to a
monosyllabic nature; let alone more complex cultural factors such as different ways to express

feelings and instruments of expression.

Under such circumstances, Pound set a good example to prove the translatability of
poetry through his Cathay which was first published in 1915. With little previous knowledge of
the Chinese language, Pound finished his translation based on the posthumous notes of American
orientalist Ernest Fenollosa. Although being criticized for inaccuracies, Pound’s translations
received wide acclaim for their elegance, simplicity, and directness. As Mary Caws mentioned in
her Surprised in Translation, ‘Pound makes a “slightly wrong meaning” into a “completely right
feeling”” (Caws 2006, 25). With a poet’s keen insight, sophisticated writing skills, and a deep
understanding of classical Chinese poetics, which coincidentally echoes the principles of

Imagism, Pound captured the essence of the original poems and reproduced their unique supreme



aesthetic. It is worth exploring questions such as what makes Pound’s translations in Cathay so
popular and remarkable regardless of the criticism, and what characteristics of the translations

can be observed and summarized.

Over the years, researchers have studied Pound’s translation in Cathay; however, the
depth is insufficient. Many discuss Cathay as a development stage of Pound’s poetics and
translation skills. Others compare and analyze the poems in Cathay with others that are not from
Cathay such as poems of Browning or poems in Pound’s The Cantos (e.g. Eliot 1928, Xie 2015).
Among those who have studied Cathay as a solo research object, most of them (e.g. Wang 1965,
Peng 2015) have only explored very limited aspects by analyzing just a few of Pound’s
translations in Cathay. Overall, among all the researchers, few pay attention to the source texts;
the majority take a target-oriented approach with no original poems involved in their analysis.
Meanwhile, the organization of their analysis appears rather loose and random. For these
reasons, there is a gap in the literature that my thesis can fill in. I will put strong emphasis on the
source texts and increase the number of poems for analysis. The organization of the study will be
more effective and systematic within the solid theoretical framework of Descriptive Translation

Studies.

Six of Pound’s translated poems in Cathay will be selected for a close study while all
the original poems and important authors will be introduced. An important concept in
Descriptive Translation Studies, ‘shifts’, will be used for a comprehensive and detailed analysis.

Both the original poems and the versions by other translators are involved.

There are three chapters in my thesis. The first chapter introduces Pound’s small book
Cathay as well as the nineteen original Chinese poems from which Pound translated. Meanwhile,

topics concerning Pound’s career as a translator are explored, such as his translations from



Italian, Provencal, and Japanese, and his translations from Chinese. In addition, the critical
reception of Cathay is discussed including the positive and negative reviews. Pound’s Imagism is

also explored.

Chapter Two includes the literature review, theoretical framework, and methodology.
The books and articles that | have consulted for my literature review mainly cover two aspects:
the strategies, art, and guidelines for translating classical Chinese poetry; and the analyses of
Pound’s translation of Chinese poetry. Gaps in the theoretical literature are discussed after the
review. Finally, the theoretical framework of Descriptive Translation Studies (DTS) is outlined,
as are Andre Lefevere’s (1975) seven strategies for translating poetry and Chesterman’s (1997)

classification of translation shifts.

The last chapter, Chapter Three, is the analysis of Pound’s translations in Cathay. Six
poems are selected for a close study: two long poems, one medium-length poem, and three short
poems. In addition to two anonymous authors, two eminent poets of ancient China are involved:
Li Bai and Wang Wei — one is an outstanding representative of Chinese romanticism poetry
whose poems make up the majority of Pound’s Cathay, and the other is a talented painter-poet

whom Pound compared to the French poet Jules Laforgue (Gao 2004, Pound 1951).

My thesis ends with a global analysis of the various translations involved in the
comparative study of Pound’s rendition. Tables are provided for a clearer organization and better
summarization. A variety of topics are touched such as: the foreignness that Pound kept in the
TT, the omissions that he made, the information changes in the process of translation, the shifts
in speech act that occur, the power of Pound’s using concrete verbs, his aesthetic in clarity, and a

conclusion of Pound’s unique poetic and translation style.



Generally speaking, my thesis is different from others in several ways. Firstly, instead
of only focusing on the target texts, it is both source- and target-oriented. The source texts and
the contextual factors are carefully examined. Secondly, the analysis is more thorough and
specific. Shifts are identified on different levels — syntactic, semantic, and pragmatic — and every
line is analyzed against the original. Thirdly, the number of Pound’s translated poems for
analysis in my thesis is six, while other studies which set Cathay as a separate research object
only touch on two to three poems on average. Fourthly, in my thesis, the number of translators
whose works have been chosen for comparison with Pound’s is nine, and these alternative
versions span more than a century — from the middle of the 19" century to the 21% century,
which allows more different translation styles to be analyzed. These translations have their own
unique values since each of them can be seen as ‘an extension rather than a reduction or
distortion’ of the original (O’Neill 2014, 8). Other researchers cited only one to three translators’
renderings on average for comparison. Lastly, | will adopt Descriptive Translation Studies as my
theoretical framework, which makes the study more systematic, organized, and comprehensive

than most of the existing literature.



Chapter 1. Cathay — Bridging Gaps between East and West

1.1 The Book Cathay and the Original Poems Involved

In 1915, a thin book of translated classical Chinese poems entitled Cathay was published
in London and attracted close attention from both critics and the public. To Westerners at that
time, China was a remote mysterious country of which they knew little, and this book brought a
fresh breeze of oriental imagery and sentiment in an unprecedented way. The collection of poetry
was translated by American modernist poet Ezra Pound and it has been highly acclaimed for its
sophisticated poetics and supreme artistic values (Eliot 1928, Hueffer 1915). Since its first
publication, the volume has been reprinted numerous times, either as a single volume, or being
included as part of an anthology. Its succinct, precise, and elegant style with the nuances and
flavor of the original has had an incomparably substantial impact on modernist poetry (Nadel

2015).

The book’s title Cathay, according to the Oxford Dictionary of English (Stevenson 2015),
is ‘the name by which China was known to medieval Europe’, and it is derived from ‘the
medieval Latin Cataya, Cathaya, from Turkic Khitay’. The cover of the first edition (1915)

contains a huge Chinese character ‘#’, which means ‘to shine’ or ‘to illuminate’. That can be

seen as a representation of its author and translator Ezra Pound’s attitude towards oriental art —
shining light on forming his own poetic principles. We will discuss it further in later chapters.
Apart from a large Chinese character on the upper left corner, there is nothing on the cover page
except for three small English words on the lower right corner: ‘Cathay’, and ‘Ezra Pound’. This

plain and unadorned design echoes Pound’s aesthetic of simplicity in his translated poems. On



the title page of this little volume, below the name of the translator/author, there is a description
of the book’s origins: “For the most part from the Chinese of Rihaku, from the notes of the late
Ernest Fenollosa, and the decipherings of the professors Mori and Ariga”, making clear to

readers that the collection of translated poems is not a work derived from the Chinese originals.

According to Callahan (2005), Ernest Fenollosa was an American orientalist who
graduated from Harvard University with a B.A. in Philosophy. Fascinated with Japanese art and
culture, Fenollosa closely examined them while teaching at Tokyo University (also known as the
Imperial University of Tokyo) around the 1880s (118). He then became ‘a member of a
traditional family guild of painters’, served as ‘Japanese Imperial Commissioner of Fine Art’,
and was subsequently ‘the West’s most prestigious critic of Japanese art’ (118). He was also
‘decorated by Emperor Meiji of Japan with the Order of the Rising Sun’ to award his
achievement in promoting Japanese culture (Nadel 2015, 3). During the same period, Fenollosa
developed a passionate interest in Chinese poetry and he studied intensely under a Japanese
professor of Tokyo University, who was an authority of Chinese poetry (Fenollosa 1967). He
took note of what he had learned about the Chinese poems with a glossary for each character in
the poem and a general explanation of the whole poem (Yip 1969). Apart from that, he also
wrote a well-known essay about Chinese ideograms, ‘The Chinese Written Character as a
Medium for Poetry’, which became very influential after Pound edited it and published it. The

essay is included in numerous editions of books and anthologies.

There are altogether nineteen translated Chinese poems in Cathay. Probably because they
were not translated directly from the original poems but from Fenollosa’s notes on their Japanese
translations — this indirect mediate translation is called ‘relay translation’ (St. André 2009) —

there are some significant deviations from the originals, such as two separate poems being



translated as one: thus we see only eighteen poems in the 1915 edition of Cathay. As a matter of

fact, Pound’s ‘The River Song’ is a conflation of two of Li Bai’s poems: ‘3T _ER’ (singing on
the river) and “FANEHEIE B LB E M FUITH S B BIL (serving emperor to compose
verses on new greens of willows with birds chirping). Li Bai (Z28), also known as Li Po, is
referred to as ‘Rihaku’, a Japanese pronunciation for ‘2=, in Pound’s translation. I will be

using ‘Li Bai’, the standard pronunciation in Mandarin, to refer to this ancient Chinese poet in
my thesis. Twelve, or a majority of the poems included in the book are originally from Li Bai.

Apart from the above, the others by Li Bai are: ‘4&F47 (song of Changgan) — rendered by
Pound as ‘The River-Merchant's Wife: A Letter’; ‘X;®= B85 (March time in Tianjin) —
Pound’s ‘Bridge at Ten-shin’; < E[}42” (complaint at jade steps) — Pound’s ‘The Jewel Stairs’
Grievance’; ‘8851 X.7b> (border abound in wind and sand) — Pound’s ‘Lament of the Frontier
Guard’; “IZ IR EETTSZE’ (0ld memories of travel with Yuan Canjun of Qiaojun) —
Pound’s ‘Exile’s Letter’; ‘S ES{R X F ISR 2T %’ (see Meng Haoran off to Guangling at
Huanghe Tower) — Pound’s ‘Separation on the River Kiang’ by Pound; ‘3% %& A\’ (see off a
friend) — Pound’s ‘Taking Leave of a Friend’; ‘32X & AN &’ (see a friend off to Shu) — Pound’s
‘Leave-taking Near Shoku’; ‘&€& RE 5’ (Mount Jinling Phoenix Terrace) — Pound’s ‘The
City of Choan’; and finally, ‘A Zi#’ (Northern horses do not think of living in the South) —

Pound’s ‘South-folk in Cold Country’.

Poems of other poets that Pound chose to translate are: ;B3 #H” (song of Wei city), also

known as ‘3% 7T _{#% 7 (see Yuan Er off to Anxi), by 4t (Wang Wei) — an untitled poem



under Pound’s ‘Four Poems of Departure’; ‘& & o/l E " (green grass by riverside) by an
anonymous author — rendered by Pound as ‘The Beautiful Toilet’; ‘/S=’ (unmoving clouds) by
8% BF (Tao Yuan Ming) — Pound’s ‘To-Em-Mei’s “The Unmoving Cloud™’; ‘3§38 ¥k =%"
(kingfisher frolics on orchid) by 233 (Guo Pu) — Pound’s ‘Sennin Poem by Kakuhaku’; ‘4<% &
=’ (old mood of Chang’an) by /& B&4[ (Lu Zhaolin) — Pound’s ‘Old Idea of Choan by Rosoriu’,

which consists of only the first sixteen lines of the original poem. Then, there are two more

poems composed by anonymous authors. One is ‘fF_E £’ (mulberry by field lane) from the JX ‘R

FF (a collection of verses from the Han Dynasty) — Pound’s ‘A Ballad of the Mulberry Road”,

¢ 37

which consists of only the first fourteen lines; and the other is ‘3% (pick ferns), which is from

22 (poetry classics): Pound rendered it as ‘Song of the Bowmen of Shu’.

1.2 The Chinese Poets

Li Bai (701-762) was a great Romantic poet in the Tang Dynasty and the most well-
known ancient poet in China. His works were imaginative, elegant, fresh, and rich in style with a
wild and unique artistic conception embedded. He was good at using natural simple precise
words to express unrestrained feelings, making his poetry flow like water and clouds, effortless
yet magnificent. A number of his verses became classics in China and were chanted for
thousands of years (Wang 2005, 9). His artistic achievement in poetry was considered to be the

pinnacle of Chinese Romantic poetry (14). Another prominent ancient poet #t & (Du Fu) once

commented on Li Bai’s poetry, stating that ‘SE3% 2 X, A R4’ (the wind and rain



astonish as his pen is on paper, the gods and spirits weep as his poem is composed) (Huo 1984,

108).

On World Poetry Day in 2015, the United Nations Postal Administration (UNPA) issued
a set of stamps of the most representative world poetry figures in six different languages —
English, Spanish, Chinese, French, Arabic, and Russian — and the poet representing the poetic

achievements of the Chinese language was Li Bai, with his entire poem of ‘#%% .’ (tranquil

night thinking) showing on the stamp in Chinese calligraphy. William Wordsworth was chosen

as the poet representing the English world.

T4 (Wang Wei) was Li Bai’s contemporary, another well-known ancient Chinese poet

who was versatile and proficient in poetry, paintings, music, and calligraphy. He brought the
essence of painting into the world of poetry and used spiritual ethereal far-reaching expressive
language to make his poetry sensual and rich on many levels, bearing a characteristic of light and
tranquil humanity. The beauty of painting, music and poetry were fully integrated in his poems.

A great Chinese writer, poet, painter and calligrapher 7545 (Su Shi) once commented: ‘BkEEiE =~
® R EE; WEIEZE, BHRHE (relish his poems and you see pictures; appreciate his
paintings and you feel poetry) (Zong 2005, 3). His poem selected in Cathay, ;15 (song of

Wei city), is translated without a title but put together with other three poems by Li Bai under a

single theme: ‘Four Poems of Departure’.

8% BA (Tao Yuan Ming), a fifth century poet, was the founder of the poetic school ‘H
5 (pastoral poetry) and renowned for his seclusion and pastoral poetic attitude towards life

(Chen 2005, 12). His poetics of simple and natural language and lofty artistic conception had
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exerted great influence on the pastoral poetry of the Tang Dynasty (Chen 2005). In his idyllic

poetry, there was a love for the tranquil rural life and the joys of labor.

Apart from the 19 poems which are Chinese in origin, the volume also includes one that
is Anglo-Saxon in origin, ‘The seafarer’. The reason why an Anglo-Saxon poem is included in
Cathay is that Pound believed that ‘classic, ancient Chinese poetry shares many qualities with
Anglo-Saxon poetic writing’ and he ‘intentionally translated and placed [it] there for
comparison’ (Huang 2005b, 60). Pound (2003) himself also made a note in the book, ‘Rihaku
flourished in the eighth century of our era. The Anglo-Saxon Seafarer is of about this period. The
other poems from the Chinese are earlier’ (248). In 1916, when Cathay was reprinted in the book
Lustra, four more classical Chinese poems were added and ‘the Seafarer’ was removed (Qian

2005, 53).

1.3 Ezra Pound the Translator

Ezra Pound (1885-1972) was an American Imagist poet, a translator, a critic, a writer,
and a controversial figure in the history of twentieth century literature. He showed keen interest
in classic literature including that of Italy and China. Let us first take a brief look at his life so as

to better understand him as a translator.

According to Nadel (2010b, xix), Pound graduated from the University of Pennsylvania
with a Master of Arts degree in Romance languages. After graduation in 1906, Pound travelled
to Europe to study the writings of the Provencal poets; in 1908, he went to London and stayed

there until 1920 (Humphreys 1985, 13). His life in London paved the way for his later career as a
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poet and a critic. There he became acquainted with many renowned writers, poets, and artists
including the British poet W.B. Yeats, the sculptor Jacob Epstein, and the writer James Joyce,
‘who was recommended to Pound by Yeats’, many of whom became close friends of him (Cole
2005, 69). During this period of time, Pound worked as a secretary of W.B. Yeats for around a
year, became a regular visitor to the British Museum to see classic Japanese and Chinese
paintings and art crafts, contributed to the establishment of the literary journal Blast, put forward
the artistic and literary theories of Imagism, published a number of critical writings on painting,
sculpture, architecture, and music, and published his translated collection of classical Chinese
poetry Cathay (Nadel 2015; 2010). In 1920, Pound moved to Paris, where he started to write
another of his monumental works The Cantos, a long historical poem which involves the Italian
despot Sigismundo Malatesta during the Renaissance period (Humphreys 1985, 13). In 1924, he
moved to Italy with his wife (13). During World War Il, Ezra Pound broadcasted for Rome
Radio and attacked the Jews and American Politicians, and in 1945 he was arrested by American
troops on a charge of treason (15). That same year he was sent back to the United States for trial,
however, he was committed to St. Elizabeth’s mental hospital due to insanity until 1958 (15). In
1958, the charge for his treason was dismissed after his friends and supporters made efforts to

clear his name. He then moved to Italy again and died there in 1972 (16).

As a translator, Pound was ‘prolific’ and had ‘translated work written in Italian, Latin,
Provencal, French, Greek, and Chinese, as well as work in Japanese, Egyptian hieroglyphics, and
Hindi with the help of notes or other translations’ (Dasenbrock 2005, 160). Perhaps because his
major was Romance languages, Pound seemed to believe in the power of the old culture and
tradition, and the classics: ‘In Pound’s universe the living powers of the past return with faltering

steps, they interact and cast light and shade on the chimeras of the present.” (Humphreys 1985,
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16) The poetics of other traditions in turn enriched his own style of writing and translation. Take
the four languages Italian, Provencal, Japanese, and Chinese as an example: Pound showed a

keen interest in translating from them.

1.3.1 Pound’s Translation from Italian, Provencal, and Japanese

Pound had a life-long love for Italian literature (Dasenbrock 2005, 157) and Italy was his
‘lost paradise’ and ‘spiritual homeland” (Humphreys 1985, 19). Readers can easily find
Renaissance Italian art in Pound’s poetry and critical essays. Though he respected Dante to a
great extent, he never translated him; instead, most of his translations are of Dante’s
contemporary and close friend Guido Cavalcanti, a 13" century troubadour poet (Dasenbrock
2005, 161). Pound’s translations from Provencal focus mainly on the 12" century troubadour
poet Arnaut Daniel, in which Pound was interested in medievalism and archaism and remained
‘tied to a sentimental Victorian musicality of sonorousness’ (Adams 2005, 244). As a matter of
fact, in Pound’s earlier years of translation — before Cathay — he generally kept the same style of
medievalism and archaism. In his fifth book of poems Canzoni (1911), a collection of translation
of poetry of the two above-mentioned troubadour poets, which is ‘a masterpiece of quiet, patient
irony” (Homberger 2013, 96), Pound applied a literal translation strategy and ‘the rhyme

schemes’ which ‘had been considered too difficult for the language’ (96).

With degrees in Romance languages, Pound ‘was much more fluent in some European
tongues than Chinese and Japanese, two Asian languages that he struggled to master but never
truly did.” (Huang 2005a, 58) For this reason, when Pound attempted to translate from oriental

languages such as Japanese and Chinese, an important source to Pound’s aid were the notes of
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orientalist Ernest Fenollosa. A case in point to show how Japanese poetic tradition has affected

Pound’s own style is Pound’s well-known poem ‘In a Station of the Metro’, which contains only

two lines:

The apparition of these faces in the crowd,;

Petals on a wet, black bough.

Pound (1980, 205) himself explained how this single image two-line composition came

into existence after several much longer drafts were discarded:

| found it useful in getting out of the impasse in which | had been left by my
metro emotion. | wrote a thirty-line poem, and destroyed it because it was what
we call work ‘of second intensity’. Six months later I made a poem half that

length; a year later | made the following hokku-like sentence ...

As Pound mentioned, his brief composition had borrowed from the traditional Japanese

poetic form hokku or haiku (fF‘a]), which consists of only seventeen syllables. Pound was also
interested in Japanese Noh plays (g&), a type of traditional Japanese musical drama that tells a

story on stage by people wearing masks performing songs, dance, and mime. Pound’s translation

from Japanese involves Noh plays with the help of Fenollosa’s notes (Kodama 2005, 164).

1.3.2 Pound’s Translations from Chinese

An important part of Pound’s translation from Chinese are his translations of Confucian

classics, which include Ta Hio (X 3), also known as The Great Learning, one of the 94 (four
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classics); Chung Yung (#J&); The Analects (1£1&), and Shih Ching (3F%£2) or The Confucian

Odes. The pattern of these translations is regarded as ‘a strategy of supplementarity’ which
serves the purpose of filling a gap of work that had not been done before — to allow Westerners

to know about ancient Chinese philosophy and artistic classics (Dasenbrock 2005, 161).

Undoubtedly, the most important contribution of Pound’s Chinese translation activities
was his translation of classical Chinese poetry, as in Cathay. Similar to translating Japanese
literature, Pound’s translation of Chinese poetry was based on notes by Ernest Fenollosa, whose
draft of an essay ‘The Chinese Written Character as a Medium for Poetry’ was edited and
included by Pound at the end of his book Instigations of Ezra Pound (Pound 1967). Many
suggestions and ideas in this article influenced Pound’s own poetic principles and translation
strategies. For example, Fenollosa (1967) emphasized the pictorial quality, the ‘vividness’ (363),
and the ‘terse fine style’ (384) of Chinese poetry; while Pound used sharp precise imagery and
succinct elegant language to translate in Cathay. Since the unique poetic tradition and linguistic
features of Chinese are almost impossible to reproduce in English, Pound used free verse to
translate Chinese poetry, seeking a natural cadence and organic rhythm to recreate the beauty of

music in translation.

Pound had an early interest in Chinese art and culture. When he was young, he found a
joy in appreciating an ‘eighteenth-century screen book of Chinese paintings and ideograms’ in
his parents’ study; he was fascinated by the exquisite Chinese paintings and artifacts at the
Philadelphia Centennial Exhibition; he went to the British Museum regularly to see the oriental
exhibition and to attend lectures of the orientalist Binyon (Nadel 2015, 12-17). During the days

when he was in London, Pound met the widow of the late Fenollosa, who regarded Pound as the
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right person to receive her late husband’s manuscripts and notes (29). Pound acquired
Fenollosa’s draft ‘The Chinese Written Character as a Medium for Poetry’ in 1913; after Pound’s
editing, it was first published in 1920 (Huang 2005b, 58) and has been reprinted constantly since

then.

Because of Fenollosa’s essay, Pound developed a life-long interest in Chinese
ideography. This can be seen in Pound’s book ABC of Reading (2010) in which he demonstrates
his interest, understanding, and appreciation concerning this aspect. According to Pound, there
are two types of written language, ‘one based on sound and the other on sight’ (3). Pound defines
Chinese ideograph as ‘abbreviated picture writing’ (3) and he mentions the characteristic of the
Chinese language to ‘use abbreviated pictures as pictures’ in comparison with Egyptian
hieroglyphs which were used in ancient Egypt but finally evolved to become ‘abbreviated
pictures to represent sounds’ (3). He argues that ‘Chinese ideogram does not try to be the picture
of a sound, or to be a written sign recalling a sound, but it is still the picture of a thing; of a thing
in a given position or relation, or of a combination of things.” (3) Pound also mentions
Fenollosa’s essay: ‘Fenollosa was telling how and why a language written in this way simply
HAD TO STAY POETIC; simply couldn’t help being and staying poetic in a way that a column
of English type might very well not stay poetic.” (4) All these influences and immersion allowed
Pound to develop the skills and ability to appreciate Chinese poetry more fully and to capture the

‘qualities of vivid presentation” (Huang 2005b, 58) of the original.

1.3.3 Pound’s Unique Poetic Style
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Pound was the founder of the Imagist movement in poetry (see Imagism in Glossary) in
the beginning of the twentieth century, for which he advocated direct unornamented expression,
clarity in diction, and being free from the restriction of conventional metrical rules and rhyming
patterns. He was not only a poet, a prolific translator, but also a scholar. He studied the classics
through translation from different cultures and languages such as Italian, Provencal, French,
Greek, Latin, Japanese, and Chinese. His poetics was experimental. From his early years’
imitations to the later times when he formed his own unique style, Cathay can be seen as a

crucial turning point.

Before composing Cathay, Pound was interested in medievalism and archaism, as
mentioned above; while in Cathay, Pound changed his style and diction to the modern and
discarded traditional metric devices. After Cathay, his style became bolder and more
experimental. It is not difficult for scholars to spot sharp changes in diction, line structure, and
metric pattern in different works of Pound, and even within one single work. For example, in
another of his monumental work The Cantos, one can detect different genres including vers libre,

regular English metre, and even prose.

With regard to Pound’s unique poetic style, Amdur (1966) argues that Pound’s style was
influenced greatly by William Butler Yeats who has showed how a poet can spend ‘all his life
stripping off layers of rhetoric’ (21). Amdur also believes that music played an important role in
developing proper cadences in Pound’s poetry. She mentions Pound’s poetic consideration of
‘the value of words as music as opposed to words as oratory’ (17) and describes how Pound
drew nutrition from Provengal, French, and Italian poems, especially those by Provengal
troubadour poet Arnaut Daniel. Similarly, T. S. Eliot (1928) distinguishes between two of

Pound’s learning modes: ‘verse as speech’ and ‘verse as song’, of which the latter is from ‘more
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antiquarian studies’ (ix) including studies of Provencal and early Italian poetry. In addition,
Amdur (1966) claims that in Cathay, Pound’s ‘sense of the right word ... reaches its climax’
(52). Many scholars share the same views. Nadel (2015) mentions Pound’s precision in diction,
brevity in form, and sensitivity to nuances which help retain the flavor of the original to a
maximum in his translation. He notes a close relationship between the oriental poetics and
Pound’s Imagism and how Pound’s intense interest in oriental art has influenced and inspired his

translations in Cathay.

1.4 Critical Reception of Cathay

Ezra Pound’s Cathay is regarded as his early monumental work, ‘a work that presented a
series of Chinese texts in accessible and contemporary language equal to any work being written
in modern English poetry’ (Nadel 2015, 2), and it is thus ‘the most memorable and outstanding
poetic text of 1915’ (2). China has a poetic tradition of language intensity and visual clarity in its
classical metric poetry (Luh 1935, 1-10), and Pound has captured this aesthetic essence and
reflected it in his translations. The critical reception of Pound’s translation is actually two-fold,

with his achievement being regarded as ‘a mixed blessing’ (Huang 2005b, 59). Some critics may
attack his translation as ‘awkward’, ‘inaccurate’, ‘misunderstood’, ‘distorted’, or ‘unfaithful’
(59), but almost all critics and scholars agree that Pound ‘undoubtedly invented a new poetics for

English’ (61).

With regard to Pound’s inventive spirit and corresponding actions in translation, many

critics believe that Pound uses translation as ‘a means of cultivating modernist poetic values’
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through experimenting with ‘a range of dialects and patterns of accent and alliteration, pre-
Elizabethan English, Pre-Raphaelite medievalism, domestication, but ultimately the effect was
foreignizing: the resulting translation language forms Pound used were so heterogeneous, culled
from different moments in British and American culture.” (Venuti 2001, 402) The importance of
being inventive for translators is stressed by Jean Boase-Beier (2013) in his article ‘Poetry
Translation’: ‘It could in fact be argued that what marks out great poetry from the commonplace
is that it possesses the very “inventive singularity that provokes translation.”” (476) To this end,
T.S. Eliot has a famous comment of referring to Pound as “the inventor of Chinese poetry of our

time” (1928, xvi).

In a similar vein, some critics have argued that translating Chinese poetry helped Pound
establish a new poetic form that ‘permanently extend[ed] the bounds of English verse’ (Caws
2006, 81). Likewise, in The Penguin Book of Modern Verse Translations (Steiner 1966), the
editor applauds Pound for experimenting with new forms and states that his translations
successfully ‘carry over into a Roman alphabet the pictorial suggestions’ (21). It is probably
because Pound’s poetic and aesthetic principles embodied in his translation correspond perfectly
with the classical Chinese aesthetic standards of directness of expression, economy of words, and
sharpness of images, while the great challenges for English translators posed by the unique
features such as the brevity of lines and the flexibility of syntax of the originals were skillfully

tackled in Pound’s translation, which I will discuss in more detail in Chapter 3.

1.4.1 On Imagism
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Pound seemed not care about the mainstream tastes of his time. Instead, he showed
interest in new forms of art. He was once involved greatly in the ‘culture of Edwardian London
and moved towards a strong commitment to the “avant-garde”’ (Humphreys 1985, 37); he
‘rejected the ‘impressionism’ and ‘symbolism’ of the older generation and looked for an entirely
new poetic which eventually became known as ‘Imagism’’ (39); he invented the term
“Vorticism’ for visual arts, which, according to the Oxford Dictionary of English (Stevenson
2015), is ‘a member of a British artistic movement of 1914-15 influenced by cubism and
futurism and favoring machine-like forms’; and he founded the school of Imagism for poetry
with the idea perfectly presented in his translation of classical Chinese poetry: ‘In Cathay, Pound

rema[de] his source texts in the Imagist mould embedded in the Chinese works.” (Nadel 2015, 2)

The three tenets of the Imagism are: ‘Direct treatment of the ‘thing’ whether subjective or
objective’; ‘to use absolutely no word that does not contribute to the presentation’; and ‘as
regarding to rhythm: to compose in the sequence of the musical phrase, not in sequence of a
metronome’ (Pratt 2005b, 226-7). Pound’s most famous poem of this type is the above-
mentioned two-line poem ‘In a Station of the Metro’, which was first published in 1913 (227).
Pound edited and published the first Imagist anthology in 1914 and gave it a French title ‘Des
Imagistes’, which implied ‘a connection with the earlier French poetic school known as Les

Symbolistes’ (Pratt 2005a, 78).

On the close relationship between Pound’s shaping of the concept of Imagism and his
translation of classical Chinese poetry, John Fletcher has an interesting comment: ‘If French
Symbolism be taken for the father of Imagism, Chinese poetry was it foster-father’ (Xie 2015, 7).
Imagism seemed to Pound to be a way to provide ‘a language to think in’, and it ‘originated in

the tea room of the British Museum’ (Lewis 2010, 274). It is not hard to imagine that Pound had
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lively discussions with other writers and artists after his regular visit to oriental art exhibitions at
the British Museum. According to Lewis (2010), another factor also helps forming the concept,
that is, his study of the twelfth century Provencal troubadour Arnaut Daniel and the thirteenth
century Italian troubadour Guido Cavalcanti and his contemporary Dante, who were all ‘writers

of precision and detail’ (274).

1.4.2 Positive Reception

Many critics who hold positive views towards Pound’s translation never hesitate to praise
his artistic talent such as: ‘Pound was born with an exquisitely perceptive ear, and he cultivated
an exact sense of language.” (Amdur 1966, 12) T.S. Eliot called him ‘il miglior fabbro’ which
means ‘the best blacksmith or craftsman’ and James Joyce described him as ‘a miracle of
ebullience, gusto and help’ (Nadel 2010a, 1). Many of Pound’s contemporary writers and critics
seemed to quite enjoy Pound’s translation in Cathay. Here is a representative review from
Pound’s time for example: ‘The poems in Cathay are things of a supreme beauty. What poetry
should be, that they are.” (Hueffer 1915, 123); ‘Pound’s little volume is like a door in a wall,
opening suddenly upon fields of an extreme beauty, and upon a landscape made real by the
intensity of human emotions.” (124); and ‘We are accustomed to think of the Chinese as arbitrary
or uniform in sentiment, but these poems reveal them as being just ourselves.” (124). Similarly,
Wang (1965) appreciates Pound’s courage to explore the hidden realm of Chinese poetry,
especially when the source language is not alphabetical, which poses great difficulty for
translation. He claims that Pound’s translation “grasped the quality of motion and brevity of the

Chinese original, and successfully projected this quality into the English translation” (349)
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though it contains some errors. Interestingly, for Caws (2006), the linguistic errors in Pound’s
translations that some critics have complained about can even contribute to a surprisingly
exquisite effect: she cites Kenner’s remark to show the importance of the right sense in poetry
translation and claims that Pound has made a ‘slightly wrong meaning’ into a ‘completely right
feeling’ (25). In terms of the poetics in Cathay, Ford Madox Heuffer observed: ‘If these are

original verses, then Mr. Pound is the greatest poet of this day’ (Eliot 1917, 26).

As for the complexity of the critical reception of Pound’s translation of poetry in this
widely-praised work with its elegant, simple and direct translation style, the renowned Swedish-
American poet and writer Carl Sandburg (1916) has the following remark, ‘All talk on modern
poetry, by people who know, ends with dragging in Ezra Pound somewhere. He may be named
only to be cursed as wanton and mocker, poseur, trifler and vagrant. Or he may be classed as
filling a niche today like that of Keats in a preceding epoch. The point is, he will be mentioned.’
(112) Pound’s roles other than as a poet such as a scholar and political figure makes his
reputation more hotly disputed: ‘For some he is one of the most significant modernist writers of
the twentieth century, while for others he is an obscurantist charlatan as well as a ferociously

anti-semitic apologist for evil and dangerous political theories.” (Humphreys 1985, 16)

1.4.3 Negative Reception

For negative voices concerning the inaccuracy, errors, and infidelity of Pound’s
translation, some critical views are worth mentioning. For example, ‘If out of errors, “creative”
mistakes, and mistranslations wonderful re-creation and invention issue forth, then from at least

an aesthetic perspective this might be a blessing’; and ‘If one wishes translation of poetry to
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read, sound, feel, and look like poetry, then Pound has offered the best specimens of such
translation.” (Huang 2005c¢, 61) Another critic, Mary A. Caws, a noted translator of surrealist
poetry, uses one chapter in her Surprised in Translation (2006) to discuss Pound’s translation
and lauds the boldness of Pound’s renderings. In terms of some slight inaccuracies in Pound’s
translation, she argues that Pound has made them into a ‘completely right feeling’ (25). An
interesting thing to note is that ‘Pound’s harshest critics of his Chinese translations seem to be
those with limited knowledge of Chinese’ and ‘the more affirmative, if not defensive, critics of
Pound appear to be Chinese critics with a solid bilingual knowledge (Chinese and English), such
as Achilles Fang, Hsieh Wen Tung, and Wai-lim Yip, among others’ (Huang 2005¢, 61). As a
native Chinese speaker, I consider Pound’s translation of classical Chinese poetry comparatively
adequate in terms of semantic and pragmatic transfer and being of high quality in spite of some
deviations from the original, which can be largely attributed to the fact that they are not

translated directly from the originals. More will be discussed in detail in Chapter 3.
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Chapter 2. Theoretical Framework and Methodology

2.1 Literature Review

The books and articles that | have consulted focus on two aspects: the strategies, art, and
guidelines for translating classical Chinese poetry; and the analyses of Pound’s translation of

Chinese poetry.

For a long time, people have been talking about the untranslatability of poetry — that
poetry can only be paraphrased or imitated, but not be translated. American poet Robert Frost
even claimed, ‘Poetry is what gets lost in translation’ (Wechsler 1998, 51), which is widely-
cited. In his ‘Introduction’ to The Penguin Book of Modern Verse Translation, George Steiner
(1966) summarizes the reasons for these challenges — for example, because a poem consists of
the maximal range of linguistic methods which are in most cases exclusively specific to a given
language. Steiner also presents some counterarguments such as: a language is not a passive
representation of reality, and translation, as a type of human analysis and behavior, involves an
alive process and will always have the possibility to be a representation of the original (22).
Other useful points he puts forward include: each act of translation is one of approximation, and
when a poem is translated, a new poem emerges, where ‘the original finds new and active life’

(27), as in Pound’s translations.

In addition, since English and Chinese belong to two different language families — the
Indo-European and the Sino-Tibetan — they differ in many ways. For example, English is
inflected whereas Chinese is not, allowing looser syntax and greater flexibility in the

arrangement of verse lines; English uses an alphabetic writing system while Chinese uses an
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ideographic one in which many words carrying more immediate imagistic suggestions, which
enables a much more compact form of poetry. Moreover, unlike English, Chinese is a
monosyllabic, tonal language, which gives its poetry a special sound effect with an extra
musicality. As for cultures, there are considerable differences in the repertoire of feeling and
instruments of expression. All these present enormous challenges for the translator of classical

Chinese poetry.

2.1.1 Strategies, Art, and Guidelines for Translating Classical Chinese Poetry

For works and articles on translating classical Chinese poetry, the most influential and at
the same time most controversial is the American orientalist Ernest Fenollosa’s famous essay
‘The Chinese Written Character as a Medium for Poetry’ (1967) which was published
posthumously and edited by Ezra Pound. In this essay, Fenollosa claims that for a long time the
West has ‘ignored or mistaken’ the oriental culture (359). He contends that Westerners tend to
believe that the Japanese can only copy others and that the Chinese do not do any profound
reflection on spirituality and morality. The fact is, as Fenollosa claims, that the Japanese have
achieved far more beyond being copyists and the Chinese actually ‘have been idealists, and
experimenters in the making of great principles’ (360). Furthermore, Fenollosa contends that the
ideals of the Chinese are not only found in their philosophical works but also embedded in their
art and literature. He attributes the failure of translating Chinese poetry into English to not
finding a proper medium and sticking too rigidly to the English metrical system. He notices a
close relationship between Chinese and Japanese cultures and claims that the Japanese culture of

his time is very much like the Chinese culture of the Song Dynasty, around the 10" to 13"
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century. Fenollosa also mentions that he has been studying under a Japanese professor of the

Imperial University of Tokyo, who is an authority on Chinese poetry.

Fenollosa considers Chinese written characters as ‘visible hieroglyphics’ (361), and in
verse lines they could be like a series of word pictures appealing to eyes. Since the formation of
Chinese characters has a root in nature and many of their earlier forms appear pictorial,
Fenollosa argues that the Chinese writing system follows a more natural suggestion, compared to
the alphabetical writing system. He compares a line of characters to a moving picture and claims
that Chinese poetry ‘speaks at once with the vividness of painting, and with the mobility of
sounds’ (363). He further analyzes the process of different radicals — which in his examples are
also separate words — compounding a new word during which things are like ‘snapshots’
recorded in an ideographic character (363). A good example that he makes is the traditional (not

simplified) Chinese character ‘5’ (east), which is made up of two ideographic parts — two
separate words as well — ‘7K’ (tree) and ‘H’ (sun). These two signs tangle together to create a
vivid picture within the new word ‘&’ (east), in which the sun rising from the east with its light

shining through a tree. In this respect, as Fenollosa states repeatedly in this essay, the Chinese
character could be fairly poetic for its pictorial quality. Of course, in the process of language
evolution, some of the ideographic features of the characters have been lost. For instance, the

simplified version of the character for ‘east’ becomes ‘Z<’: the signs of the sun and tree are gone.

Interestingly, the close connection between Chinese characters and painting that Fenollosa
observed helps explain the reason why there has been a long tradition for Chinese literati to
consider painting, poetry, and calligraphy as an allied art, as noted by Watt (1976), and why

there were so many outstanding poets in ancient China who were talented painters and
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calligraphers as well. Wang Wei is a representative of this type of literati with tremendous

achievements in both painting and poetry. Pound has included one of his poems in Cathay.

Apart from presenting the pictorial quality of Chinese characters, Fenollosa also mentions
the looseness of Chinese grammar: ‘The Chinese language naturally knows no grammar’ (367).
As a matter of fact, there are of course many grammatical rules in Chinese, but in a quite
different way compared to those in English. Fenollosa lists some of what he has noticed: there is
no sufficient indication in a sentence to show the function of each word since Chinese is a non-
inflected language; verbs are both transitive and intransitive; and the boundary of parts of speech
are often blurred (367). Fenollosa believes that without the bondage of strict classification of
parts of speech, the Chinese language appears more poetic and closer to nature and in a poet’s

hand it can be even richer and more concrete.

On the basis of these analyses, Fenollosa contends that in the translation of Chinese
poetry, one should avoid weaker parts of speech such as adjectives and nouns as much as
possible and put more emphasis on using strong verbs to retain the ‘concrete force of the
original’ (367). He notices the abundance of concrete verbs in Chinese poetry and argues that
omitting particles in English to follow the extremely succinct language style of classical Chinese
poetry will not necessarily cause a problem of intelligibility in translation; rather, there is a
chance in the process to create ‘the strongest and most poetical English’ (367). He suggests that
“the model of terse fine style” should be followed when translating classical Chinese poetry
(384), and that in order to retain subtle shadings ‘we should strain our resources in English’

(385).

As mentioned above, this essay is influential as well as controversial. It has been included

in many different books and editions while at the same time some scholars such as Achilles Fang
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(1957) refute it as a misunderstanding of the Chinese language. They argue that not all Chinese
characters possess the ideographic features Fenollosa describes and that when using the language
in their daily lives, no one would think or even be aware of the pictorial quality of the characters.
They also contend that this essay ignores the sound quality of Chinese poetry, which is an

indispensable part of the beauty of the poetry.

In my opinion, it is true that the poetic feature of Chinese characters is little noticeable in
people’s daily lives, and Fenollosa seems to have somewhat overstated the function of ideograph
due to inadequate or incomplete knowledge of the language. Nevertheless, it could be contended
that during the ancient era in which the classical poetry in question was composed, Chinese
characters were closer to their ideographic roots and poetics required extreme briefness and
compactness, which means that the pictorial quality of the characters should have been much
more remarkable. That can also explain why Chinese people have considered calligraphy as an
art, just like painting. On the other hand, it is worth noting that there are indeed some errors in
this essay due to misunderstanding of language, which could be largely due to the fact that
Fenollosa conducts studies not directly from Chinese but with the aid of Japanese. The Japanese
language as a mediating layer inevitably filters out or distorts some information from the original
Chinese. A case in point is that when illustrating how a Chinese character can possess many

different parts of speech, Fenollosa cites a character ‘B’ with signs of ‘H’ (sun) and ‘B’

(moon) compounding together to serve different functions with meanings such as ‘bright’, ‘to
shine brightly’, and ‘brightness’. Mistakenly, Fenollosa provides two pronunciations for this
character: ‘ming’ and ‘mei’. In Chinese, there is only one pronunciation ‘ming’ for the character

“‘BA’. It seems to suggest that Fenollosa picks up the other one, ‘mei’, from Japanese, which,

unlike Chinese, has two pronunciations for the same character ‘Bf’. Likewise, Pound’s
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translations in Cathay have similar problems due to the lack of direct knowledge of the Chinese

language and the interference of the Japanese language, which will be discussed in Chapter 3.

Overall, it could be argued that this is an uncommonly fine essay with some beautifully
presented descriptions and in-depth discussion that undoubtedly influenced Pound when
translating Cathay. Obviously, a critics’ refutations cannot diminish the truth that traces of the
pictorial quality of Chinese characters are still found in classical poetry regardless of their losing
some of the features as the language evolved. Meanwhile, Fenollosa himself mentions that his
essay is not about language, but about poetry. Hence, as Pound puts it, it is ‘a study of the

fundamentals of all esthetics’ (358).

It is important not to overlook the values of the oriental art principles observed by
Fenollosa which may otherwise have remained unknown to or unrecognized by the West.
Impressively, Fenollosa puts forward some strong points concerning the translation of classical
Chinese poetry, for instance, the ‘vividness’, the ‘hidden truth’, the ‘lofty thoughts’, and the
‘fullness of imagination’ of the original should be painstakingly explored and stressed so as to
recreate the ‘great power and beauty’ of Chinese poetry (370). He claims that all existing

translations have proved a failure in this regard due to the heavy influence of formalism.

Comparatively, as a native Chinese speaker, Chih Wei Luh (1935), a professor of Yan
Jing University, in his book of five lectures on Chinese poetry, provides a more systematic and
comprehensive view on classical Chinese poetry together with discussions on translating the
poetry. Authoritative and popular, the book has been published and reprinted over the decades.
The author introduces different types of classical Chinese poetry as follows (in parentheses are
my explanations for the Chinese and their pronunciations in italics; if cited from Luh they will be

in quotation marks). According to Luh, the types of poetry are: ‘33’ (shi, ‘poetry proper’), ‘18’
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(ci, songs performed with instrumental music), ‘¢’ (ge, folk songs performed vocally), and ‘i’

(fu, descriptive or persuasive poems) (22). According to this classification, all poems selected for

Cathay belong to the first group ‘i3’ (shi). Further, Luh (1935) divides ‘35 (shi) into three
different forms — “g7{&> (guti, ancient style), ‘3’ (lushi, regular verse), and ‘4" (jueju,
absolute verse). The ‘& {&’ (guti, ancient style) was especially prosperous before the Tang
Dynasty (seventh to tenth century). Four poems in Cathay were written in this form. The ‘5
(lushi, regular verse), which is regarded as the most rigid form, and the ‘4 /a]” (jueju, absolute

verse) were the most prevalent forms during the Tang Dynasty. Wang Wei’s and most of Li

Bai’s poems selected for Cathay were in these two forms.

By introducing the intricate and exquisite features of traditional Chinese prosody such as
content parallelism, rhyming schemes, and phonetic parallelism, Luh makes a full complement to
what critics complain about Fenollosa’s (1967) essay — especially the ignorance of the phonetic
components in Chinese poetry. Luh provides a detailed description of the particular rhyming

schemes required for each poetic form and the tonal rules of ‘£ 7=" (even tone) and ‘JK =’
(inflected tone). The ‘YEF’ (even tone) does not change in pitch while ‘[X 7" (inflected tone)

can change to a higher pitch, a lower pitch, or a first-lower-then-higher pitch. The prosody is
intimately related to the changes in pitch and in accent. Due to these phonetic features, Xie
(2015), another native Chinese scholar, claims that classical Chinese poetry has its own “strictly
architectonic nature” and “staccato effect” (176), which is artistically pleasing and makes its

metric organization bear a resemblance to Greek prosody (177).
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Due to the extreme intricacy of the constitution of classical Chinese poetry, Luh (1935)
doubts that Chinese poetry can be translated into any Western languages. Taking a similar view,
Watt (1976) points out the difficulty of translating Chinese thought and artistic ideals into a
Western mode of expression, and from the standpoint of a Westerner, an even greater challenge
when attempting to put the esoteric language of ancient Chinese into English. Like Fenollosa
(1967), Luh also notices the close relationship between Chinese poetry/characters and painting
and he puts forward the concept of the ‘art of word painting’ (63). He argues that one crucial
feature of the technique is the words chosen ‘must be fresh and poignant’ (63), which
coincidentally corresponds to Pound’s precision in diction and direct treatment. Meanwhile, he
argues that Chinese grammatical structure, which has little resemblance with that of English and
little directive clues for accurate interpretation of the original, poses a great challenge for the
translator. He also stresses the importance of recreating a mood of the original ‘with delicate
touches’ (68) in the translation of traditional Chinese poetry, especially in the case of rendering a

‘2f1/5)” (jueju, absolute verse). He considers this form of poetry the greatest in terms of its
supreme achievement in Chinese poetic history. According to Luh, a ‘4/5]” (jueju, absolute

verse) always carries a ‘mood with grace’ and should never be rendered in a stormy way — not

relying on strength or elevation of emotion (69). Five poems in Cathay are in this form.

As can be seen, both Fenollosa (1967) and Luh (1935) have discussions on the aesthetics
and poetics of traditional Chinese poetry. In the same regard, Zong (2005), a renowned Chinese
aesthetician and poet, makes more extensive and in-depth analysis on poetics and aesthetics of
traditional Chinese poetry and painting, which | believe will help discover the truth behind
Pound’s successful rendition with so much appropriateness and subtleness in Cathay. Similar to

Fenollosa’s ‘hidden truth’ and ‘lofty thoughts’ described above, Zong states that what is
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presented and what is not presented — the Coexistence of the Real and Unreal (FESCAE4) — are

equally important in traditional Chinese art forms ranging from architecture to paintings and
poetry (154). He contends that a constant interaction with the implied or hidden part of a poem or
a painting makes the organic whole appear more exquisitely beautiful with an artistic conception
far and deep (170). Zong illustrates his point through an example of a painting by Bada Shanren

(/\ &AL A), who was an outstanding 17" century Chinese ink wash painter. Zong claims that

though one sees nothing but a vivid fish on the paper, he/she still feels full of water where the
fish is lively splashing around (157). This technique of leaving sufficient space for readers’ or

audiences’ imagination — Leaving Space Blank (8 ), which is closely related to the poetics of
Coexistence of the Real and Unreal (g SE4H4E) — constitutes a unique aesthetic principle of

traditional Chinese art (157). Classical Chinese poetry is compact in form and brief in content
which allows plenty of room for readers’ imagination to soar while appreciating a poem. It could
be argued that Pound has developed a deep understanding of this principle and applied it to his

translations in Cathay, which we will discuss in detail in Chapter 3.

What is more, Zong (2005) notes a philosophical tendency that ancient Chinese
literatures held, that is, a penetrating awareness of the infinite universe, which Zong considers
one of the main reasons why traditional Chinese painting has been avoiding the perspective
painting skills which are prevalent in Western countries (171). Zong (2005) claims that due to
the belief in an infinite universe, painters would rather not limit themselves to a fixed point of
perspective as their Western counterparts do (195), and he contends that there is always an
interaction between the real and the unreal (159). In poetry, just as in painting, poets take a more

objective attitude towards universe and time, as shown in the timelessness and solitariness in the
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poems by Wang Wei, who was the most renowned painter-poet in the Tang Dynasty. Cathay
includes one poem of Wang Wei and we can take a closer look later at it with regard to this sense

of universal infinity and objectivity.

2.1.2 Analyses of Pound’s Translation of Chinese Poetry

The main authors that | will present in this section are: the Nobel Prize laureate and poet
T. S. Eliot, who highly praised Pound’s translation in Cathay; and a native Chinese speaker,
scholar Wai-lim Yip, who translated Eliot’s poetic masterpiece into Chinese and wrote a book

examining aspects such as Pound’s translation in relation to Fenollosa’s notes.

Among the scholars who have studied Pound’s translations, T. S. Eliot is perhaps the
most eminent one. He himself was an outstanding poet and his best-known work is the long
poem The Waste Land (1922). He won the Nobel Prize for Literature in 1948. In his book Ezra
Pound His Metric and Poetry (1917), Eliot describes the poetic development of Pound from
Pound’s first book of poetry A Lume Spento published in Venice in 1908 to his Cathay published
in 1915 and his translations of Japanese Noh plays. Eliot (1917) considers Pound as the pioneer
of using free verse in English to translate and compose poetry and he believes that ‘Pound’s use
of this medium has shown the temperance of the artist’ which is only possible after a poet ‘has
worked tirelessly with rigid forms and different systems of metric’ (10). Eliot has analyzed some
translated poems by Pound to illustrate how Pound used traditional forms and devices to translate
from different languages before he composed Cathay. For example, when Pound translated from
Provencal, he managed to put ‘the great variety of rhythm’ of ‘the most intricate Provencal

forms’ into the traditional English iambic pentameter (11). He points out the different attitudes
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held by critics towards Pound’s poetry in terms of his not conforming to the poetic tradition and
his boldness in experimenting with a variety of radical techniques such as grotesque metres and
archaic words: some of the critics are ‘shocked’, some are ‘ruffled’, some are ‘irritated’, some
show an understanding (3). On the other hand, when it comes to Pound’s Cathay, Eliot (1917)

stresses the unanimous acclaim that it has received from the critics for its extraordinary beauty.

Eliot (1917) used a target-oriented approach to analyze Pound’s poems, as no original
poems were involved. When it comes to Cathay, Eliot chose only one poem to analyze: ‘The
River Song’. He cited five lines of the poem to make a comparison with Pound’s other verses in
order to prove that the special style and diction in Cathay is not due to Chinese but already
existed before (26). | partially agree with this argument. Pound had degrees in Romance
language and performed extensive studies on poetry of these languages. He experimented with
different translation techniques in rendering poetry from these languages, which prepared him

for a more flexible, adaptable and effective mode of expression.

Overall, in this book, Eliot (1917) put Cathay on a broader background to compare and
analyze, using a target-oriented approach. He claims that Cathay and Pound’s translation from
old English — ‘Seafarer’ — will be ‘among Mr. Pound’s original work’, and that Pound’s
translation of the Noh play is only ‘a dessert after Cathay’ and thus ‘will rank among his

translations’ (27).

In his ‘Introduction’ to Pound’s Selected Poems (1928), Eliot did not analyze any poems
from Cathay. Instead, he has some relevant wide-ranging and useful discussions on Pound’s
poetics and translation skills. Eliot (1928) divides poets into three categories: ‘those who develop
technique’, ‘those who imitate technique’, and ‘those who invent technique’ (x). Apparently,

Pound is the person who experienced all the three stages: he developed the technique of his
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English predecessors; he imitated and absorbed a variety of techniques in translating from
different languages; and with rich accumulation of relevant knowledge and skills he started to
invent his own technique, as presented and widely-acclaimed in Cathay. With regard to what a
good translation is, Eliot contends that if a foreign poet can be made to speak the proper
language of the time when the TT was published and lives in the time when the translation is
done, then the translation can be said to be successful. Though Eliot has never seen the original
Chinese poems, he claims that through Pound’s translation he can actually ‘get the original’
(xvi). He concludes that this feature of translation is ‘translucence’ (xvi), which can be used to
test whether a translation is excellent or not. He claims that Pound’s translations in Cathay can to

a large extent be regarded as translucencies.

In contrary to T. S. Eliot’s not knowing the Chinese language, Wai-lim Yip (1969), a
native-Chinese speaker who translated Eliot’s The Waste Land into Chinese, makes more
detailed discussions in his book Ezra Pound’s Cathay. Yip examined Pound’s translation with
some of the original Chinese poems and versions by other translators involved. In his book, Yip
follows four steps to carry out his study: first, to discuss the difficulties to translate from Chinese
into English; second, to examine how the prevalent concepts and techniques at Pound’s time
influenced Pound’s translation; third, to explore the triple relation between the original poems,
Fenollosa’s notes, and Pound’s translations; and lastly, to make a comparative study of Pound’s
translations. Though Yip touches all of Pound’s translated poems — for example, he gives his
own translations in comparison with Pound’s — only four original poems are involved in a

detailed analysis: ‘37 (pick ferns) — Pound’s ‘Song of the Bowmen of Shu’, ‘& & B E’
(green grass by riverside) — Pound’s ‘The Beautiful Toilet’, ‘(A& A\’ (see off a friend) — Pound’s

‘Taking Leave of a Friend’, and ‘XA E & (Northern horses do not think of living in the
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South) — Pound’s ‘South-folk in Cold Country’. The methodology that Yip used is more focused

on literary criticism.

Apart from four original poems and Pound’s translation, Yip introduces versions
rendered by other translators such as Giles, Bynner and Gautier. Though many comparisons and
analyses have been made, the organization of material generally lacks effectiveness and the
thread of thought is unclear. The strength of Yip’s book is that it probes into the process of how
Pound’s translations have come into being. Yip mentions the difficulty of accessing Fenollosa’s
manuscript due to legal complications, but he has still obtained a copy of one page from
Fenellosa’s notes, which is included in the book and is very helpful for better understanding
Pound’s mind at work in translation. The cited page shows a typical arrangement of Fenollosa’s
notes, which comprises three parts: the original Chinese poem is hand-written on the top of the
page; under each line is a strict word-for-word translation; and a rough explanation of the whole
poem is given in prose at the bottom of the page. This valuable cited page is included in the
section of Appendixes, which accounts for around one third of the book. The rest of the
Appendixes are the author’s translations of all poems in Cathay shown in a way that are
compared with Pound’s — Yip’s translation is on the left side of each page while Pound’s on the
right. The major contribution of this part lies in that Yip gives literal translations which helps
trace back to all the original poems in Cathay. Unlike Pound, Yip translates all titles of the
poems literally, for example, for Pound’s ‘The Beautiful Toilet’, Yip makes a more literal
rendition of the original poem title as ‘Ancient Poem No. 3°, thus we can easily identify that it is

a poem from the anthology Nineteen Ancient Poems ( { &TiFt+ &) ).

We see hardly any original poems involved in other relevant literature. The scholar John

C. Wang (1965) in his article ‘Ezra Pound as a Translator of Classical Chinese Poetry’ examines
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three of Pound’s poems in Cathay: ‘The River-Merchant’'s Wife: A Letter’, ‘Song of the

Bowmen of Shu’, and ‘The Jewel Stairs’, which are studied in comparison with a rendering by
the translator Witter Bynner (1982) and English translations of Chinese poems that are not
included in Cathay, in order to compare the poetic styles. The approach is still more of literary
criticism, involving evaluation of translation quality. Similarly, in Peng’s (2015) article ‘On Ezra
Pound’s Aesthetic Identity with Classical Chinese Poetry’, the author examines the process of
aesthetic realization in Pound’s translation and only two of Pound’s poems — ‘Separation on the
River Kiang’ and ‘The River-Merchant’s Wife: A Letter’ — are analyzed, without any original
poems involved. This is also the case for Xie (2015), who is the author of the book Ezra Pound
and the Appropriation of Chinese Poetry: Cathay, Translation, and Imagism. He touches topics
such as Pound’s use of imagery and free verse, in which seven of Pound’s poems in Cathay are

analyzed: ‘The River-Merchant’'s Wife: A Letter’, ‘The River Song’, ‘To-Em-Mei’s “The

Unmoving Cloud™’, ‘Sennin Poem by Kakuhaku’, ‘The Beautiful Toilet’, ‘Song of the Bowmen

of Shu’, and “Exile’s Letter’. In the analysis, other translators’ renditions are provided, mainly

Waley’s (2012), but many of them are not translations of the poems in Cathay. For example,
many of Waley’s renderings cited in the book are of other ancient Chinese poets whose poems

are not present in Cathay such as Bai Juyi (H f& %). Pound’s own poems and translations other

than those in Cathay are also involved: for example, his poems in The Cantos, and his translation
‘The Seafarer’ from the Old English. Meanwhile, poems by other poets of the English world are
also cited for comparison: for example, those by Robert Browning, T. S. Eliot, and Alfred
Tennyson. The comparison and analysis even involve novelists such as James Joyce and Gustave
Flaubert. No original Chinese poems are involved. It could be contended that the study stretches

too far and lacks clear focus on the poems themselves in