Citation for Prof Anthony C Yu

Your Honour,

A Chinese proverb says, "In talking about the Twenty-Four Histories, we don't know where
to begin." This aphorism may well apply to our attempt to rehearse the eventful life of Prof
Anthony C Yu, although he has yet to reach the age of three score years. We may begin with the
education he received during childhood, because that experience undoubtedly has had a profound
and transforming influence on Prof Yu as a person and as a scholar in his later years. During his
early teens, it was his grandfather who took pains to train him in the rudiments of writing classical
Chinese verse. Across the years, what he learned in childhood has deepened into a cherished hobby.
Only recently, he finished a poem in lyric meters to the tune of "A Sky of Patridges" that might have
been the result of viewing nightfall on Lake Michigan near his Chicago home:

A light warmth the cold thaws and the night air lifts.
The moon's silver orb hangs high on city towers.
The silkworm spins dry, but the feelings linger;

The cuckoo calls vainly, for the dreamer wakes.
With shortened beats

I sing farewell --

A few clear lines of secret, bitter grief.

Let not the east wind the fading reds disperse;

I'll press them for book-marks to keep for life.

From the point of view of his entire career, the family education that Prof Yu received
during his childhood not only has provided him with a convenient means to express his feelings, but
it has also exerted a great impact on his formal academic pursuits.

Born in Hong Kong, Prof Yu received his secondary and tertiary education in Taiwan and
the United States respectively. In 1960, he graduated Magna Cum Laude at Houghton College in
New York, majoring in History and English Literature. In 1969, after taking the doctorate at the
University of Chicago, he was appointed to teach in the Divinity School of that University as a
result of his academic excellence.

Since 1968, Prof Yu's writings have appeared almost annually as scholarly publications in
the United States. Understandably, these publications have focussed on his teaching fields of
religion and comparative literature. Two examples of his early scholarship worth citing are
"Faulkner's Hightower: Allergy to History" (1970) and "O Hateful Error: Tragic Hamartia in
Shakespeare's Brutus" (1973).

What may be of interest to our present audience is that part of Prof Yu's early education
involved reading a great deal of popular Chinese fiction treating mythical heroes, monumental
conflicts, and fantastic adventures that included both martial-arts novels and such canonical classics
as The Three Kingdoms and The Journey to the West. Although the human priest, T'ang Monk, of
that last novel might not have appealed to a young reader, characters such as Monkey (Sun Wu-
k'ung) and Pigsy (Chu Pa-chieh) were destined to inhabit a large part of Prof Yu's imagination. In
the '60s and the '70s, if his mind was pre-occupied by Homer, Dante and Shakespeare during his
daytime teaching and research, at night these Western figures might well have been replaced by the
monsters and immortals populating The Journey to the West.

Prof Yu began translating the Ming classic in late 1970s, and Vol 1 of The Journey to the
West appeared in 1977. The completion of the whole narrative would take another six years (1983),
and as a published work, this first complete English rendition of a particular Chinese classic has a
distinctive meaning for both Prof Yu's scholarly development and the development of sinology.



The four-volume translation is distinctive in many ways. Not only is it a plenary translation
of every phrase and sentence, but it is also a fully annotated translation. In the history of sinological
translation in the West, it might have been the first of its kind in which nearly one fourth of the text
is devoted to detailed annotation of names, places, sources, and abstruse literary and religious
terminologies. Together with a long critical and interpretive introduction, these textual features
validate the work's designation as a "scholarly translation."

Prior to the publication of The Journey to the West, American universities seldom took
translation as a qualification for tenured appointment, because that sort of work was not considered
a form of scholarship. Yu's publication helped to remove some of that prejudice, for no European or
American Sinologist could still maintain that literary translation was a scribe's trifling skill. Despite
its contribution to sinological scholarship, the translation was but a milestone in Yu's overall career.
As mentioned earlier, his early teaching and writing efforts concentrated as well on western
literature and religions. Had Prof Yu proceeded exclusively in that direction, he would have been
more than equal to the task, given his language training and ability.

In recent years Yu's fondness for one particular text of the classic Chinese novel instilled
through his grandfather's story-telling apparently grew into an inclusive love for Chinese literature.
From 1980 onward, Prof Yu has steadily shifted a major portion of his research interest to Chinese
studies. Added to his many publications will be his major work of criticism, Re-reading the Stone:
Desire and the Making of Fiction in "Hongloumeng", which will be published in 1997 by Princeton
University Press.

It has often been noted that Chinese literary scholars teaching in Europe or America may
need a lifetime of labour to produce a couple of books on Homeric or Shakespearean studies. Great
and valuable such publications may be, they merely enlarge and adorn a voluminous body of extant
scholarship devoted to the Western canon. On the other hand, a complete English translation of a
Chinese masterpiece such as The Journey to the West and a new study in English of The Story of the
Stone, another monumental Chinese novel, that utilises contemporary critical theory may be
regarded at least as innovative and courageous acts of cross-cultural scholarship. The choice of
scholarship in such cases, therefore, may also indicate different academic aspiration and personal
values. After all, Prof Yu, as mentioned earlier, has composed these lines:

The silkworm spins dry, but the feelings linger;
The cuckoo calls vainly, for the dreamer wakes.

If we are allowed to construe these lines to be somewhat self-referential, we should not be
surprised by Prof Yu's aspiration or his values.

From 1968 to 1974, Prof Yu served as Assistant Professor in the Divinity School of The
University of Chicago. Since 1990, he has been named the Carl Darling Buck Distinguished
Service Professor in Humanities. It is a multi-disciplinary chair, the holder of which may offer
courses in the Divinity School, and in the departments or subjects of East Asian Languages, English,
and Comparative Literature.

Prof Yu is a highly accomplished and acclaimed scholar in his field. May we now have the
honour to present Prof Yu for the award of the degree of Doctor of Literature honoris causa.
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