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Abstract: Recent scholarly translations of pre-Han classics into English exhibit a disturbing
trend: they are often less accurate than earlier renderings. Thus, the versions of Zhuangzi by
Mair (1998) and Ziporyn (2009) sometimes falter where decades ago Giles (1926) and Graham
(1981) strode confidently. The first translation into English of Liishi Chungiu (Knoblock and
Riegel 2000) contains basic errors not found in Wilhelm (1928), Guan et al. (1997), Kusuyama
(1998) or Kamenarovi¢ (1998). Why should certain passages be so difficult to translate correctly
when so much relatively reliable assistance is available? The implication is inescapable: many
contemporary scholar-translators of pre-Han Chinese neither learn from their predecessors nor
are they learned enough to do without them.

This paper surveys what seem to be standard materials and methods in the teaching of
the classical language in North America. In even the most rigorous programs, after the first year,
students are typically led through full texts, often by instructors with specialized literary, etc.,
knowledge of the material read. Grammar is “covered” in the first year, leaving many details
insufficiently explained because teachers lack the sort of linguistic training which makes possible
the systematic treatment of complex structures. Regular exercises should be designed in both
first and second year to train students in how to think through the interpretation of single
sentences with minimum reliance on context or commentaries. In short, Classical Chinese ought
to be taught in much the same way as other classical languages, the mastery of structure
preceding the study of all but the simplest original texts. As there are no complex morphological
paradigms to be mastered, learners should be drilled in constructions and how they are
combined and superimposed, the aim to instill the habit of formulating explicit answers to the
question “exactly how does this sentence mean?” This sort of structure-based training should
form the backbone of both basic- and intermediate-level instruction. Without it, even
experienced readers will regularly encounter problems they can only solve on an ad hoc basis,
often with less than happy results.



