The River-Merchant's Wife

By Li Po (China 701-762)

Translated from a Japanese version by Ezra Pound (American 1885-1972)
While my hair was still cut straight across my forehead 

I played about the front gate, pulling flowers. 

You came by on bamboo stilts, playing horse, 

You walked about my seat, playing with blue plums. 

And we went on living in the village of Chokan: 

Two small people, without dislike or suspicion. 

At fourteen I married My Lord you. 

I never laughed, being bashful. 

Lowering my head, I looked at the wall. 

Called to, a thousand times, I never looked back. 

At fifteen I stopped scowling, 

I desired my dust to be mingled with yours

Forever and forever and forever.

Why should I climb the look out?

At sixteen you departed,

You went into far Ku-to-en, by the river of swirling eddies,

And you have been gone five months.

The monkeys make sorrowful noise overhead.

You dragged your feet when you went out. 

By the gate now, the moss is grown, the different mosses, 

Too deep to clear them away! 
The leaves fall early this autumn, in wind. 
The paired butterflies are already yellow with August

Over the grass in the West garden; 
They hurt me. I grow older.

If you are coming down through the narrows of the river Kiang, Please let me know beforehand, 
And I will come out to meet you       

As far as Cho-fu-Sa.

SOME NOTES ON “THE RIVER MERCHANT’S WIFE”
In the Chinese poem, there are no tenses and so it’s not clear from the language what the sequence of events is.  Add to this that the poem is written in characters, which are like pictograms – and the fact that Pound was translating an already translated work – Chinese to Japanese to English.  This makes the task of the translator even harder.  How do you make sure the sound, the tone and the voice in your translation are authentic?

One way to look at this with students is to show them a number of translations of a poem.  If they have some grasp of the original language, so much the better, but you should at least find a way for them to hear it in the original.  An even more powerful lesson is to give students a word-for-word translation (if it’s available), have them listen to the original, discuss the formal considerations (Is it in rhyme and meter? Are there specific sounds or rhythms that are featured?  Where has the poet broken the lines? What is the tone?), then have them take a stab at their own English translation.  Once they have their own translation, they can share them with the others in the class.  Finally, give them some different translations and have them pick the one that best fits the original.

Just for kicks – here are some other translations of “The River Merchant’s Wife”

Lowell’s version:

When the hair of your Unworthy One first began to cover her     forehead,

She picked flowers and played in front of the door.

Then you, my Lover, came riding a bamboo horse.

We ran round and round the bed, and tossed about the sweetmeats of green plums.

We both lived in the village of Ch'ang Kan.

We were both very young, and knew neither jealousy nor suspicion.

At fourteen, I became the wife of my Lord.

I could not yet lay aside my face of shame;

I hung my head, facing the dark wall;

You might call me a thousand times, not once would I turn round. 

At fifteen, I stopped frowning.

I wanted to be with you, as dust with its ashes.

I often thought that you were the faithful man who clung to the    bridge-post,

That I should never be obliged to ascend to the Looking-for-Husband Ledge.

When I was sixteen, my Lord went far away,

To the Ch'ü T'ang Chasm and the Whirling Water Rock of the Yü River

Which, during the Fifth Month, must not be collided with; 

Where the wailing of the gibbons seems to come from the sky.

Shigeyoshi Obata’s version

I would play, plucking flowers by the gate;

My hair scarcely covered my forehead, then.

You would come, riding on your bamboo horse,

And loiter about the bench with green plums for toys.

So we both dwelt in Chang-kan town,

We were two children, suspecting nothing.

At fourteen I became your wife,

And so bashful that I could never bare my face,
But hung my head, and turned to the dark wall;

You would call me a thousand times,
But I could not look back even once.

At fifteen I was able to compose my eyebrows,
And beg you to love me till we were dust and ashes.
You always kept the faith of Wei-sheng,
Who waited under the bridge, unafraid of death,
I never knew I was to climb the Hill of Wang-fu
And watch for you these many days.

I was sixteen when you went on a long journey,
Traveling beyond the Keu-Tang Gorge,
Where the giant rocks heap up the swift river,
And the rapids are not passable in May.
Did you hear the monkeys wailing
Up on the skyey height of the crags?
Do you know your foot-marks by our gate are old,
And each and every one is filled up with green moss?

The mosses are too deep for me to sweep away;
And already in the autumn wind the leaves are falling.
The yellow butterflies of October
Flutter in pairs over the grass of the west garden.
My heart aches at seeing them ...I sit sorrowing alone, and alas!
The vermilion of my face is fading.
Some day when you return down the river,

If you will write me a letter beforehand,

I will come to meet you -- the way is not long --

I Will come as far as the Long Wind Beach instantly.

For other translations, see Kai-chee Wong, Pung Ho, and Shu-leung Dang, A Research Guide to English Translation of Chinese Verse (Chinese University Press, 1977), p. 59, no. 897.
UNTITLED POEM

By Empress Nur Jahan (India ?-1646)

Translated by Willis Barnstone (America 1927 - )
Your love turned my body

into water.

My eye-paint dripped into the eyes

of foamy water.

Morning wind in the garden

opens blossoms.

The key to my locked spirit is

your laughing mouth.

From Barnstone, Aliki and Willis Barnstone, A Book of Women Poets from Antiquity to Now: Selections from the World Over (Schoken Books, NY, 1992), p.83.
