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  Abstract 
Yun, the central figure in Shen Fu’s Six Chapters of a Floating Life, an autobio-
graphical work from the Qing dynasty, was lauded by Lin Yutang as “one of the 
loveliest women in Chinese literature.” This paper examines the transcultural rep-
resentation of Yun’s character in English translations, focusing on the most repre-
sentative translation by Lin Yutang. Through analysis of “wedded bliss,” “aesthetic 
delight,” and “sorrow,” this paper investigates how Lin’s translation constructs 
Yun’s image across cultures, while also exploring his translation strategies in char-
acter portrayal, handling of culture-bound terms, and emotional expression. The 
findings demonstrate that Lin’s translation achieves remarkable cultural represen-
tation by blending domestication and foreignization, revitalizing Yun for a Western 
audience. This approach maintains Yun’s unique characteristics while ensuring ac-
cessibility, enabling her literary image to transcend temporal and spatial constraints. 
Through this cultural transposition, Yun has been elevated from a historical figure 
to an immortal archetype, testifying to the enduring power of literary translation. 
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English translations of Six Chapters of a Floating Life; Yun; Transcultural represen-
tation 

 
1. Introduction 

Shen Fu’s Six Chapters of a Floating Life, an autobiographical essay collection, chronicles his marital life with Yun, 
family events, and leisure pursuits. This work, holding a unique position in Chinese literary history, has been trans-
lated into numerous languages, gaining international acclaim. Lin Yutang’s English translation, a canonical rendition 
of classical Chinese literature, has been particularly influential (Liang & Xu, 2017, p. 54). Moved by Shen and Yun’s 
pursuit of contentment, Lin introduced this work to the English-speaking world, enabling Western readers to appre-
ciate their poetic domesticity. 

Despite substantial research on English translations of the work (Hill, 2012; Liang, 2020; Suo, 2022; Zhang, 2023), 
Yun’s characterization from a transcultural perspective remains underexplored. As Lin Yutang proclaimed, Yun is 
“one of the loveliest women in Chinese literature” (Lin, 1999, p. Preface). This paper focuses on Lin’s canonical 
rendition to examine the transcultural representation of Yun through bliss, pleasure, and sorrow, addressing his trans-
lation strategies concerning characterization, culture-bound terms, and emotional expression. 

2. Yun’s Bliss: Contentment in Simple Living 

Yun’s character embodies “an pin le dao” (lit. content poor delight morality), a virtue central to traditional Chinese 
literati, which emphasizes finding joy in a simple, moral life. This philosophy echoes The Analects: “Eating plain 
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food, drinking water, using a bent arm as pillow—herein lies joy.” (Yang, 2017, p. 101). Even amidst hardship, Yun 
found extraordinary joy in the ordinary. This section explores her philosophy of happiness through her appreciation 
of poetry and domestic bliss, examining how Lin’s translation shapes these joyful aspects of her character. 

Example 1 

...but Li Po’s poems have the wayward charm of a nymph. His lines come naturally like dropping petals 
and flowing waters… (Lin, 1999, p. 21) 

(Note: the source text can be found on line 1 of the Appendix.) 

Analysis: The passage illustrates a scene in which Yun and Shen Fu engage in a discussion about poetry, con-
trasting the styles of Li Bai (701-762, the Poetic Immortal) and Du Fu (712-770, the Poet-Sage). Yun expresses her 
preference for Li Bai, likening his poetry to the “gu ye xian zi” (lit. gu ye immortal maiden)—a celestial being 
described in Zhuangzi’s “Free and Easy Wandering” whose skin is said to be like ice and snow. This figure, embod-
ying transcendent purity and detachment, held a prominent place in classical Chinese literati culture. When translating 
this culture-bound term, Lin Yutang adopts a domestication approach, rendering it as “nymph” from Greek mythol-
ogy. This choice effectively conveys the ethereal quality of the original while ensuring accessibility for Western 
readers. On a deeper level, while the surface dialogue centers on poetic criticism, Yun’s admiration for Li Bai reflects 
her own yearning for personal freedom. The “nymph” metaphor thus serves as a subtle self-projection, foreshadowing 
her later expulsion from the household due to her unconventional defiance of social norms. 

Furthermore, Lin’s translation dynamically captures the essence of Li Bai’s poetic style through the phrase “drop-
ping petals and flowing waters”, which visualizes the abstract aesthetic concept of “luo hua liu shui zhi qu” (lit. fall 
flower flowing water’s charm). This dynamic natural imagery effectively conveys Li Bai’s fluid dynamism and spon-
taneity, allowing Western readers to intuitively grasp his aesthetic core. Lin’s transliteration of the poet’s name as 
“Li Po” (foreignization via Wade-Giles) balances cultural fidelity with reader accessibility, reflecting a domesticating 
consideration for their familiarity. Through strategic domestication and foreignization, Lin’s translation reconstructs 
Yun’s literary devotion for Western readers, offering a glimpse into the spiritual symbiosis of traditional Chinese 
literati marriages. 

Example 2 

Yün was quite enchanted with all this and said, “… We’ll buy ten mow of ground around the cottage … 
planting…vegetables and melons …. You will paint and I will do embroidery, from which we could make 
enough money to buy wine for entertaining our friends who will gather here together to compose poems. 
Thus, clad in simple gowns and eating simple meals, we could live a very happy life together ….” (Lin, 
1999, p. 57) 

(Note: the source text can be found on line 2 of the Appendix.) 

Analysis: Lin’s translation vividly reconstructs Yun’s joyous vision of an idealized life. By amplifying “Yun xi 
yue” (lit. Yun happily said) to “Yün was quite enchanted with all this and said,” Lin powerfully conveys her longing 
for this imagined existence. Furthermore, Lin employs foreignization to preserve key elements of the Chinese lite-
rati’s reclusive ideal—cottage, vegetables, wine, friends, poems, thus imbuing the text with distinct cultural markers. 
This strategy enables Western readers to perceive an Eastern pastoral paradigm that contrasts with European manorial 
economies, while maintaining the lyrical authenticity of Shen Fu’s prose. 

Lin’s translation strategically blends domestication and foreignization in rendering lifestyle depictions. For in-
stance, “bu yi” (lit. homespun cloth) is translated as “simple gowns,” preserving the cultural connotations of tradi-
tional Chinese attire, rather than the more domesticated “plain clothes.” Similarly, “cai fan” (lit. vegetable dish) 
becomes “simple meals,” effectively conveying modest sustenance while avoiding potential misinterpretations for 
Western readers. The phrase “ke le zhong shen” (lit. can joy whole life) is rendered as “live a very happy life together,” 
subtly reinforcing the warmth of marital companionship and their shared contentment. To contextualize Yun’s life-
style ideals, Lin amplifies the original depiction of private joy by adding “entertain our friends who will gather here 
together to compose poems.” This interpolation extends the scene to a communal celebration of literary fellowship, 
aligning with Western expectations of social conviviality while remaining authentic to the Chinese literati tradition 
of poetic gatherings, where shared composition and wine-drinking symbolized intellectual kinship. 
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3. Yun’s Aesthetic Delight: Where the Heart Resonates, Art Emerges 

Yun’s unwavering enthusiasm for life, shaped by Su Shi’s principle, “Where the heart settles, there lies my home-
land”, transformed hardship into art. Embracing life’s simple pleasures, she elevated the mundane, even coarse tea 
and plain rice, with remarkable ingenuity. This section explores Yun’s art of living through two vignettes, examining 
how Lin Yutang’s translation skillfully captures the delicate beauty of her quotidian existence. 

Example 3 

“Why, then,” I said, “do you keep away from the gentleman and associate with the common fellow?” And 
Yün replied, “But I only laugh at that gentleman who loves a common fellow.” (Lin, 1999, p. 31) 

(Note: the source text can be found on line 3 of the Appendix.) 

Analysis: This exchange exemplifies the refined marital dynamic between Shen Fu and Yun, where playful floral 
debate subtly conveys cultural wisdom. Yun ingeniously analogizes the Buddha’s hand citron to “jun zi” (lit. noble 
person) and jasmine to “xiao ren” (lit. petty person), ironically adorning her hair with jasmine. Capitalizing on this 
contradiction, Shen playfully accuses her of “yuan jun zi er jin xiao ren” (lit. distance noble person but approach 
petty person). Yun deftly redirects the playful critique from floral symbolism to their relationship, retorting, “Then 
should we not smile that the noble one loves the petty?” By embracing the “petty” label, she playfully suggests that 
Shen Fu’s fondness for her, the “petty” one, paradoxically elevates him as her “noble” counterpart. This interaction 
embodies the Qing literati marriage ideal, where spousal debates, mediated through classical tropes, served both 
intellectual and emotional functions. 

Lin’s translation faithfully conveys Yun’s wit and humor, skillfully adapting her playful banter for cross-cultural 
understanding. Linguistically, Lin transforms classical Chinese dialogue into colloquial English, recreating the orig-
inal’s debate rhythm. He employs a domesticating approach to cultural imagery, translating “jun zi” as “gentleman” 
and “xiao ren” as “common fellow,” thus avoiding potential cultural misunderstandings. Furthermore, Lin strategi-
cally adds “only” to emphasize Yun’s playful tone and translates “ai xiao ren” as “loves a common fellow,” subtly 
suggesting the couple’s intimate teasing through the dual meaning of “love.” This approach portrays Yun as both a 
quick-witted gentlewoman and a modern, humorous lady, successfully achieving cross-cultural representation of her 
personality. 

Example 4 

…it looked like a regular plum blossom dropped on the table, and on opening, the different vegetables were 
found to be contained in the petals of the flower. (Lin, 1999, p. 119) 

(Note: the source text can be found on line 4 of the Appendix.) 

Analysis: Lin’s translation deftly captures Yun’s life wisdom, which harmonizes frugality with aesthetic delight. 
When her husband expressed a preference for wine accompaniments, Yun crafted a plum-blossom-shaped food con-
tainer. Lin’s foreignizing strategy preserved “plum blossom” as the central cultural symbol, while the dynamic verb 
“dropped” animated the static imagery, evoking the scene of blossoms alighting on the desk. Employing “regular” as 
a domesticating anchor, he guided Western readers’ visual associations to connect with the Chinese literati’s symbolic 
appreciation of plum blossoms. Furthermore, the added passive construction “were found to be contained” subtly 
conveyed Shen Fu’s delighted discovery of petal-like arrangements, embedding marital intimacy within the descrip-
tion. This nuanced rendering maintains readability while safeguarding cultural specificity, precisely delineating 
Yun’s distinctive aesthetic philosophy and ingenious craftsmanship. 

4. Yun’s Sorrow: Exile and Partings in Life and Death 

Yun’s intended idyllic life with Shen Fu was tragically cut short by illness and poverty, mirroring Lu Xun’s definition 
of tragedy as “Tragedy is the destruction of the valuable in human life before our very eyes.” (Lu, 2005, p.203). The 
brilliance of Yun’s wit and erudition, so vividly portrayed, intensifies the devastation of her demise. This section 
explores Yun’s sorrow through two heart-wrenching episodes, highlighting her quiet resilience against an inexorable 
fate imposed by the Qing patriarchy. 
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Example 5 

Yün forced herself to smile and joke, saying, “We first met round a bowl of congee and now we are parting 
also round a bowl of congee. If some one were to write a play about it, it should be entitled, ‘The Romance 
of the Congee.’” (Lin, 1999, p. 147) 

(Note: the source text can be found on line 5 of the Appendix.) 

Analysis: This devastating scene depicts Yun’s final meal of congee with her children before exile. Lin’s transla-
tion meticulously employs language and emotional ellipsis, preserving Yun’s restrained anguish while amplifying 
the tragic tension through deliberate textual strategies. The paraphrased rendering “forced herself to smile and joke” 
precisely conveys the psychological contradiction of feigned cheerfulness, the verb “forced” starkly revealing her 
emotional suppression. Further, Lin’s ironic titling, “The Romance of the Congee,” lays bare Yun’s use of humor as 
a mask for suffering. 

The congee functions as a complex emotional signifier, memorializing the couple’s youthful intimacy (recalling 
the anecdote of clandestine congee) while simultaneously foreshadowing separation, thus interweaving joy and sor-
row. Lin adopts foreignization, using the culturally marked “congee” instead of “porridge” to preserve Chinese culi-
nary specificity. The repeated symmetrical structure, “round a bowl of congee,” in both reunion and separation scenes 
reinforces the fatalistic circularity of their destiny. 

Example 6 

“Every one has to die once. My only regret is, we have to part half-way from each other for ever, and I am 
not able to be your wife until the end of your days and ...” (Lin, 1999, p. 171) 

(Note: the source text can be found on line 6 of the Appendix.) 

Analysis: In Yun’s final farewell, Lin’s translation universalizes the Chinese philosophical statement “ren sheng 
bai nian, zhong gui yi si” (lit. human life hundred years, final return one death) to “Every one has to die once,” 
emphasizing mortality’s inevitability. Domesticating the culturally specific “zhong feng ji zhou” (lit. finally serve 
broom dustpan), Lin translates it as “be your wife until the end of your days,” conveying Yun’s sorrow over an 
unfulfilled marital bond and enhancing accessibility. Furthermore, Lin strategically adapts the original’s paratactic 
structure, transforming “jin zhong dao xiang li……ci xin shi jue geng geng” (lit. Now middle way mutually part…this 
heart truly feel unresolved sorrow) into a compound sentence with “My only regret is…” as the matrix clause, clari-
fying logical relationships for readers unfamiliar with Chinese parataxis. To capture the lingering unrest in “ci xin 
shi jue geng geng,” Lin avoids overly dramatic expressions, such as “my heart is utterly broken,” instead choosing 
the simple but powerful “my only regret.” This choice mirrors Shen Fu’s understated expression of sadness while 
allowing target-language readers to connect with the emotion through their own cultural traditions. 

5. Conclusion 

This paper has examined Lin Yutang’s transcultural portrayal of Yun in his English translation of Six Chapters of a 
Floating Life, focusing on wedded bliss, aesthetic delight, and sorrow. The analysis reveals Lin’s strategic combina-
tion of domestication and foreignization, allowing Yun to find new life in a foreign culture. Through this English 
rendition, Yun transcends time and space, becoming a literary immortal, “living in the hearts of every reader” (Miao, 
2018, p. 83). This cross-cultural emotional resonance validates the power of literary translation to facilitate a timeless 
dialogue about shared human experiences. 
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Appendix (Source Text, Target Text, and Annotations) 

No. Source Text Target Text Annotations 

1 

……但李诗宛如姑射仙

子，有一种落花流水之

趣…… 

...but Li Po’s poems have the wayward charm of 

a nymph. His lines come naturally like dropping 

petals and flowing waters…. 

 

2 

芸喜曰:“……，买绕屋菜

园十亩，……植瓜蔬，

以供薪水。君画我绣，

以为诗酒之需。布衣菜

饭可乐终身，……。” 

Yün was quite enchanted with all this and said, 

“… We’ll buy ten mow of ground around the cot-

tage, …planting…vegetables and melons to be 

sold for the expenses of our daily meals. You will 

paint and I will do embroidery, from which we 

could make enough money to buy wine for enter-

taining our friends who will gather here together 

to compose poems. Thus, clad in simple gowns 

and eating simple meals, we could live a very 

happy life together ….” 

Lin Yutang tran-

scribed “芸” as “Yün” 

in Wade-Giles, while 

modern Pinyin uses 

“Yun”. This paper em-

ploys “Yun” in analy-

sis but retains “Yün” 

in quotations, referring 

to the same person. 

3 

余曰:“卿何远君子而近小

人?”芸曰:“我笑君子爱小

人耳。” 

“Why, then,” I said, “do you keep away from 

the gentleman and associate with the common 

fellow?” And Yün replied, “But I only laugh at 

that gentleman who loves a common fellow.” 

 

4 

……如一朵墨梅覆桌；

启盖视之，如菜装于花

瓣中。 

…it looked like a regular plum blossom dropped 

on the table, and on opening, the different vegeta-

bles were found to be contained in the petals of 

the flower. 

 

5 

芸强颜笑曰:“昔一粥而

聚，今一粥而散：若作

传奇，可名‘吃粥记’

矣。” 

Yün forced herself to smile and joke, saying, “We 

first met round a bowl of congee and now we are 

parting also round a bowl of congee. If some one 

were to write a play about it, it should be entitled, 

‘The Romance of the Congee.’” 

 

6 

“人生百年，终归一

死。今中道相离，忽焉

长别，不能终奉箕

帚，……；此心实觉耿

耿。” 

“Every one has to die once. My only regret is, 

we have to part half-way from each other for 

ever, and I am not able to be your wife until the 

end of your days and ....” 

 

 


