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David Hinton
Introduction

Translation is perhaps the most dramatic catalyst of
cultural change. For literary culture, this normally happens
in three stages. First, texts themselves are translated, intro-
ducing new ideas to the culture. Second, writers begin writ-
ing in styles directly influenced by those texts. And third,
the ideas in those texts are absorbed and transformed by
innovative writers, whose work combines the new ideas with
more familiar ideas to create new approaches to writing and
thinking.

In the Samuel Fischer Hauptseminar of 2013-2014, we
worked through this process ourselves. Ancient Chinese
culture is fundamentally different from Western culture.
It is “Another Universe”, and it has been very influential in
transforming Western culture in the last half century. This
is especially true in America.

We first studied ancient Chinese culture: its philosophy
and spiritual practices (Taoist and Zen Buddhist), its lan-
guage, and its poetic tradition. We also studied the work
of modern American poets who were influenced by an-
cient China, thinking of them as examples of how ancient
Chinese thought and poetry can be radically transformed.
Then the students produced poems enacting each of the
three steps in the process of cultural transformation, and
the resulting poems are often quite remarkable.

First, they translated a Chinese poem. Second, they
wrote a poem in the style of Chinese poetry, sometimes fair-
ly close to the Chinese style and sometimes quite imagina-
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Davip HINTON's many translations of classical Chinese
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density of the originals. He is also the first translator in
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and Mencius. Hinton has taught at Middlebury College,
Columbia University, Dartmouth University, Cornell
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