OBITUARY OF DR. ARTHUR WALEY
by DAVID HAWKES

On 17 February 1966, while on his way to a meeting of the Editorial
poard of Asia Major, Arthur Waley was gravely injured in a motor accident
und found to be suffering from cancer of the spine. An operation to alleviate
his condition was unsuccessful, and as the disease progressed, paralysis
becamne almost total. He died on 27 June at his house in Highgate, in a little
gom from whose windows he had, during the last years of his life, dehghted
to look down on the urban panorama, darkening in the dusk or illuminated
with a myriad lights, stretching far below him towards the valley of the Lea.
His grave is in Highgate Cemetery, most romantic of London's burial
grounds, though known to most for its unromantic association with the
name of Karl Marx.

Death at seventy-six however lamentable is not usually felt to be
premature; yet Waley’'s death was a tragic one not only because it was
pratracted and painful, In 1962 a number of persenal and domestic blows,
culminating in an accident which looked as if it would deprive him per-
manently of the use of his right hand, had convinced him that his working
life was over and that he would never write again. The devoted attention of
Mrs. Waley, however, enabled him to make a gradual recovery from the
despondency and prostration of that period, and his zest for work had fully
rcturned to him by the time he was struck down. As evidence of this re-
vained activity there is a review article by him on Yu Asien X' appearing in
Part 3 of BSOAS 29; and two other articles, one on the tenth-century Zen
work Tsu t'ang chi on which be would appear to have been working for some
considerable time, and one a study of the word “F, were almost complete at
the time of his death. There is every indication that a period of vigorous and
productive work was abruptly ended by the unlucky conjunction of accident
and disease.

Arthur David Waley was born at Tunbridge Wells in 1889, the son of a
well-to-do civil servant in the Board of Trade called Schloss—the name
which Waley bore throughout school and college and untl the age of

- twenty-five, when the extreme xenophobia of 1914 drove the family to
adopt the maiden name of his mother,

Waley was educated at Rugby, and gained a classical scholarship to
King's College, Cambridge in rqo7, later obtaining a First in Part I of the
Classical Tripos, but failing to complete Part II because of eye trouble. His
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family arranged for him to g0 into the export business wi

but having got as far as Spain, he returnI::d mn 1913550::12 S;;U:lh Amer.ic;,’
m»e:ntI of.fered him in the Print Room of the British Museum " #PPoin:.

t s somewhat startling to discover that thi itish <

possibly the most widely~k§own orientalist ofhl':?sdt?r};:?igftﬁéliih !Smol
never set foot in the Far East, never received formal training in 30 t(?)w
la.nguage, and, if ane excepts the oceasional lecturing on Chir;csen "

did for Londen University as an Additional and later as ap I}?{Oetr}r e
Lecture‘r of the School of Oriental and African Studies, neve ;Jnorury
academic post. He began the study of Chinese and Jal‘naneser fEId an
transfer to. the Oriental Section under Laurence Binyon, sittin ‘: N hls
engrossed in grammars through the Zeppelin raids of the érst wogri e
as he sat, high up in his Gordon Square flat when
below, absorbedly penning his beloved and immor
raids of the second.

Waley remained in the British Museum for ef

du‘rin‘g which time his chief official work came toe]k?:ttfltlecnc}a,i:lrz 21913;3':’}‘
pantings recovered from Tun-huang by Sir Aurel Stein. (Hisg C‘ito e
was first published in 193 1). Butthe newly acquired languages were s N
to other uses than the decipherment of colophens. He had to share h?n -

fouvnd delights in Chinese poetry with his friends. One Hundred ang S, S’m-‘\\'
Chfnese‘ Poems was published in 1918, his twenty-ninth year, More ;Wﬂf}'
lations in 1919, and The Temple in 1923. ‘ e

Much of his translation from the Japanese was also done durjn these
years at the British Museum: Ay Plays (1921), the first volumes o% GES‘L'
(1925~33), and Se7 Skonagon {1 928). He is habituaily referred to as a si "’”{*
ogist, but has, of course as much right to be regarded as a Japanologist It]0 :
Those three titles alone, if he had never written another book woulg OIO.
have been sufficient to gain him an ho ’ ¢ oo,

ogy,
orig,
enty)

d war, just
all others were in sheltery

tal Monkey during the ar

!rjgne

him an Honorary Member of the Japan Academy in 196¢.1
Waley left the Museum in 1930 in order to devote himself exclusively to
study and translation, and held no official post for the rest of his I)i’fc
except for 4 now sumewhat legendary interiude as 4 censor in the ’\r‘linistr\:
?jllnformz:;:on dull;ilngilthe second world war which is recorded jn a~dc]ight‘—
poem first published in 11 i {
Histy ot e ‘&Mgofs (Londiiin:.;% )(-1 941) and reprinted in The Secre!
Waley’s fertility and industry were amazing. He published some three
dozen fufl-length books, an output which would be creditable in a hack
translator or a writer of detective fiction, although in fact each \\:as the

—_——

' .
See Transactions of the Fapan Academy xxiiif3 (Nov, 1965) pp. 241—¢
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prOdUCf of massive reading and painstaking scholarship. His achievement
pecomces even more astonishing if one adds to the above the number, scope
and variety of his articles. A Preliminary List, compiled by Mr. F. A, Johns
of Rutgers University, of his writings published up to 1958 appeared in this
]gurnal in 1959 (vil pp. 1-10) on the occasion of his seventieth birthday, and
there would be no point in repeating the catalogue here. We confine our-
selves instead to a brief analvsis of it.

Waley’s abiding interest throughout his life was Chinese poetry. His
carliest publications during his years at the British Museum were, as we
have seen, translations of Chinese poetry, and he returned to poetry
rranslation after the second world war in the books or Po Chii-i, Li Po, and
Yiian Mei. A statement made by him in the last of chese seems to imply that
ne felt the popularization of Chinese verse to be a major part of his achieve-
ment as a translator:

“Despite their imperfections my translations have in the past done
semething towards inspiring a number of people with the idea that, for
lovers of poetry, Chinese is a language worth learning. T hope that this book
may serve the same purpose and in particular do something to dispel the
common idea that all Chinese poetry belongs to a remote antiquity.”2

During his thirties and early forties he worked mainly on Japanese
literature; then, after he had completed the monumental Genji, and some
time after leaving the Museum, he devoted himself up to the outbreak of the
second world war, to classical Chinese studies— The Way and its Power, The
Book of Songs, The Analects, Three Ways of Thought in Ancient China.
Monkey was written: during the early part of the war. Of his very miscell-
aneous post-war books The Real Tripitaka (1952} is a sort of learned post-
script to Monkey; The Nine Somgs (1955) developed anthropological
interests already manifest in The Book of Songs; The Opium War Through
Chinese Eyes (1958), originally delivered as the Chichele lectures at All

Souls College, Oxford, followed naturally on the eighteenth century
preoccupations of Yian Mei, in which Chinese reactions to the Western
intruder furnish a lively appendix; whilst Ballads and Stories from Tun-
huang was the flowering of a long-standing interest in the Tun-huang
manuscripts dating from his early years at the Museum.

Waley undoubtedly had genius, and it is a cause of rejoicing and self-
congratulation to readers of this Journal that he turned his genius in the
direction of oriental literature, when there were a dozen other ways in
which he might equally well have given it expression. He was a poet on
familiar terms with some of the major poets of his time—Yeats, Eliot,
Pound, to name no more—whose ewn poetic gifts found their fulfilment in
translation. He belonged not only to the world of ortental studies, but to the

2Yuan Mei, p. 204.
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world of literature, and this enabled him to win for Far Eastern studies ,
prestige and a lustre in circles where they had not previously been Fegardeé

as of serious inteilectual concern,
His achievement as an interpreter of Chinese poetry, officially
nized in 1953 when he was awarded the Queen's Medal for Poetry, 3
creation or evolution of a form both suitable to the Chinese style of
acceptable to the literary tastes of his own day. This “sprung rhythm"
he handied with a strength and delicacy which are inimitabie but ¢
something to do with a mastery of language and a fastidiousness in searchin
for the mot juste or the right turn of phrase which sometimes caysed him, ¢
use his own words, to sit “hundreds of times. .. for hours in front of textg
the meaning of which I understood perfectly, and yet was unable 1o see hoy
they ought to be put into English.. .3 Itis a style whose imitators nowg.
days are legion and whose imitations are banal and insipid to 3 degree .,
tribute, no doubt, to the un:queness of the original they seek to emulagg,
Waley invented not only a new style of translating poetry but a new sort
of book. The studies on Po Chii-i, Li Po and Yiizn Mei, poets’ lives

l't‘COg..
lies in the

contain is in the poems themselves.

Whatever Waley’s achievement as poet may ultimately appear to be,
there can be little doubt that his most widely-known works, the novels Genyi
and Monkey, are likely to survive longest in popular regard. Indeed, both
are likely to retain a permanent place in English literature, comparable wigl,
that occupied by the translations of Berners, Dryden, and the like. It is
unthinkable that other translations of these novels could ever supersede
them in popularity, and improbable that the astringent charm and ascetic
delicacy of their style could displease the taste of any age, however much

but not enough ever to make his transiations obsolete.
Precisely what his assessment as a scholar should be, however, is

excelled him in one or another particularity, He was, moreover, astonish-
ingly well read in Chinese literature, Itis probable—though such assertions
are impossible to verify—that in sheer bulk he had read far more of it than

3 “Notes on Translation®, Aelantic Monthly 202, Nov, 1958, p. 109,
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any other Occidental living. He correspocrllic‘d ‘anﬂd :rt:::\:c;erctiiilt:ﬂ? l;isttl?:
SO O eny Bt natmnahty,nz?der::gl? iE s it:e of the fact that he
e fdf thez::,acr;::ﬁ:ch;::t??{e; '1211 was not a systpematic scho.lar, and it
e l'k:‘- that he will be remembered as a great sinclogist .m'the way
K UT 1renys.ay or his friend Pelliotobvicusly will. In fact hedisliked and
t}?at I\al‘f s s‘tem; and theories, regarding them as “boring” (a word to
dlSFYuStS hid fairly frequent recourse); and although he was capable of
whieh ; ating the gist of some doctrine, theory, or complex series of‘e\"ents
CUI‘nn:lumt:(i:eft agnd brilliant touches in the course of dealing with a Tr:plt_aka
>’ tI:m‘rk’:hﬁ-i he seldom ventured on formal expositions of a theot.'etlcal
o Oeven inI subjects such as Chinese poetry in which he was mamfe‘stly
natur:t,lorit His articles were often the jottings of a translater: explanations
a[fl ﬂhll mearz/i.ng of obsolete expressions or rare words and phr.ases sugge.s.lted
:ncti supported by his valuminous reading and passed on to assist other toilers
; thiszn;fa:;l;:ﬁ::;vas often called eccentric and sometimes thou‘ght to be
formidsable, although in fact his friends, of every c:falling chl prof@sz:on,e::;r{i
legion. Certainly he was somewhat eccentrl.c in his habits—a p;w o:;lposity
ir;ever}r possible sense of the word, He disliked pretence alnt a}:‘.d dlzarest,
particularly the institutional kind, and no one, even Els I:a;es;}e Confront&ci
was exempt from the somewhat bleak candou.r‘ with w ict be confronted
polite or jocular untruth, His intellectual humility (a quali ly.n inya con
nected with any kind of modesty) was so great and sofsurprm g P
of his pre-eminence that it was sometimes fmstaken or llr"ony.I —_—
Greatness in men is a rare but unmistakable qua ity. In o
profession it is unlikely we shall see a man of such magnitude again.



