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Burton Watson 
has taught Chinese and Japanese language and literature at 

Kyoto, Columbi a, and Stanford. He i s a founding member of 

the Renditions Advisory Board, and served as Renditions 
Fellow in 1990. He i s one of very few translators who have 
worked with all the Editors of Renditions. 

In 1946, a freshman in Columbia College, I began studyi ng Ch inese. As it t urned 

out, my ti ming was not very good, because by 1951, when I had fi nished college, 

done some graduate st udy, and was ready to go t o Ch ina fo r research and work 

on t he spoken language, t hat count ry was closed to Americans. Ta iwan and 

Hong Kon g were in turmoil and I had no contacts in either of t hem. So I ended 

up going t o Japan as a teacher of English and later studyi ng Ch inese at Kyoto 

Univers ity. 

With regard to t he situation in America my ti ming was more fo rt unate. In 

t he postwar years Ch inese studies in t he US were expand ing ra pidly. There was 

a demand fo r text books on Ch inese subj ect s and fo r t ranslati ons of Ch inese 

works not ava ilable in English or ava ilable only in outdated t ranslations. With 

fund ing from the Columbia Un ivers ity Committee on Oriental Stud ies I was able 
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to devote a number of years to t ranslati ng works of Ch inese history, literat ure and t hought. These i 

selections from t he Shiji of Sima Qian, t he subj ect of my Ph.D. dissertati on, and from the writi ngs 

philosophers Mozi, Xunzi, Zhuangzi and Han Fe izi. 

Though I t aught fo r some years at Columbia, I preferred writi ng and t ranslation as an occupation, a 

when fund ing at Columbia ran out I began casti ng around for ot her means of support. The foundati ons 

seemed to have lots of money for academic conferences of one kind or another, and I was in fact several 

ti mes invited to attend conferences on t he subj ect of t ranslati on. When I responded to one such invitati on 

stati ng that I could not attend t he conference but was much interested in fi nd ing su pport fo r my t ra 

work, however, t he sponsors of the conference replied rat her huffi ly t hat, t hough t hey were happy to su 

research on met hods of t ransla ti on, t hey had no funds for t ransla tion work itsel f. And the tone of t heir 

suggested t hat I had somehow overstepped t he bounds of propriety by even inquiring about such a 

possibility. 

Bu rton Watson's trans 丨 a ti ons

of the Shiji. 

How different was t he at mosphere at t he Research Cent re fo r Tra 

t he Ch inese Univers ity of Hong Kong, where I was invited in 1990 to be a 

t ranslator! There t ranslation was not only countenanced but actually encou 

Provided with sumptuous housing on cam pus and an offi ce at t he Cent re, I 

the fi rst half of that year working on furt her t ransla tions from t he Shiji, t ra 

cha pters pertaining to t he state of Qi n and the Qi n dynasty to com plement 

prev iously published t ranslations, wh ich dealt with t he Han period. W扉e I was 

t hus occu pied, t he staff of t he Cent re went over my earl ier Shiji t ra 

converting t he roman ization from Wade-Giles to pinyin and in the 

ca tch ing a number of small errors t hat could be t hereby corrected. 

volumes, entit led Records of the Grand Historian, were publ ished j oint ly 

Research Cent re fo r Translation and Columbia Univers ity Press in 1993. 
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Hikers Watson and 
Polla1-d roam ing in Hong 
Kong's count ry parks 

Of t hose six months in Hong Kon g I recall fi rst of all t he many fri ends I 

made among persons associated with t he Un ivers ity1 and t he many fi ne 

Ch inese meals we had toget her in Shati n, Ta i Po or elsewhere. I remember 

how, when winter ch ill invaded my offi ce, I would repair to t he warmt h of t he 

main library to pore over back numbers of period icals; how, listen ing to t he 

warbl ing of t he Ch inese bulbuls, I st rolled along t he road to t he Un ivers ity 

Station t hat parallels t he ra ilroad t racks, a pleasant walk at all ti mes except 

when a freight t ra in of pigs bound fo r t he Hong Kon g market had j ust passed 

by; how I could look out of my offi ce window at t he peak of Ma On Shan hal f 

hidden in m i st醞 In sum, it was a most enj oyable period in my life—translati ng, 

you mig ht say, at its very best.圈

29 

Copyri
gh

t ©
 2003. R

ese
arc

h C
en

tre
 fo

r T
ran

sla
tio

n, T
he C

hinese
 U

nive
rsi

ty 
of H

ong K
ong


	Cover
	20240910104726197
	60
	61



