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I Interview with Bill Porter
5| ZE|(Bill Porter)2to] QIENS

OlEIR M X/ Haxn o

i

oF / T

Bill Porter, who piblishes his translations under the rname Red Pire
FHr i), 1s an award-wirming translator of Chinese poetry ard Buddhist and
Taolst texts. Ramarkable for a simple elegance that doesm £ aompramise a
text’ s desper memning, his Eglish sutra translations have in particular
caaght the attemtion of Western Buddhists. He has also published two
travel daries, ae followirg the first six patriards of Zen ad axcther in
search of hemits in modem Chira. Mr. Porter spent over twerty yesrs in
Chira, ncluding a few esrly yvears in a Baddhist momstery, and owrently
divides his time betwesn Port Townsand, Washirgton USA, and Chira.
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Blthough an increasing mamber of Westermers, Buddhists among them, are aware of Mr.
Lorter g wrk and omtributicns to East Asizn literabare n translation and he is kown in China,
o mation has bean made of him in Forean Buddhist circles. I was introduced to Mr. Porter s
hocks when I resd his translation of Cold Momtain s aollected wverse, bt it wasn tuatil T reed
his traelatian of the Diameond Sutra that T bagen to thirk something pivetal wes ocowring in
Buddhist trarslation. Mre. Porter s Diamond Sutra aorbined the riythm and terse dareity of po-
etry with a style free from awleerd and dated word choics, allowing the sutra = meaning to
ancrge rabwrally from the text rather then being buaried by strained language ard ddsoordant
phrasing. Hiz inclusion of variocus comentaries from both the Chinese tradition ard medern
teachers wae Trvaluble to me as a studat of the subra working with the traditicom]l Chinese
translations and comentaries bub alse neading to acoess the Diameond Sutra in a modsrm lan-

.

A &40 Sofubs Ao BAKE Afololld 19| Folajob Bt wle] Agiut 27| 7]ofet Hak 2 ¢
27 al} 2 ERolME 2| FEo} ol ahat BaREolls A4stct o 2707 wlelg muld B
7 Hlelo] 7} 2 Wisb] dofubm QIekw Az JEE Eeje] H7bg Hole x| o] gt ahagL B
A e A 2pale] e ol 4 Sod aiash Suf o) chaoe] 42 Helse) oo
2] Solafel ool o] & ol ol Welt A PIE ol 2ol e Pl oA 2
2 afsa ] AAEel S B e How 8% 15 el el T v sl o
e 5 G Lo stae] A S 450 o]

21

Ourently in Kores, the push for tramslations of traditioml texts into moderm Koresn has be-
amme both a necessity for the rest gareration of Koresn Buddhists and a point of ddsate in
maastic education. M. Porter s work proves that translation from a root text dees rot have to
aopranise the power and depth of the sutra, ad T hoped that introducing Me. Porter ad his
work to a Korean axdience might help us ravigate our own questions and concems ahout trans -
labing orr tradition into a moderm language, as well as gain a differant perspective on Buddhism
ad moderm society. It was with this in mird that T amducted this interview over the phone with
Mr. Porter, while he was at his hane in Washirgtan.
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I'd like to talk dboat your oxrait project, the ILankavatara Sutrz . Wab attracted vou to this
rertiodlar subra, and wiy did vou decide to translate 1t?

It[s the most famous sutra associated with Zen, and it[ls so difficult. I looked at it maybe 30 years
ago and was put off because it was so difficult. But ICDve since become a translator, so IC0ve become
familiar with how to go about taking a text which is not immediately understandable and just be-
ing patient enough to figure out what it means. I wanted to work on the Lanka but have been un-
able, until about ten years ago I found a book in Taiwan. There are 3 translations of the Lanka,
and so this one book which was put together in the Ming dynasty took all three versions of the
Lankavatara and compared them paragraph by paragraph. Once I saw this book I could see how
all these different translators had dealt with the Lankavatara and it made it much more attractive
for me to think, that, well, I could see how three other people worked with this, so why don[1t I try.
That[ls what got me started and threw me into the idea that maybe I could do this book.
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Could you talk a little more gaerally sbout translation, what works and deesn £2 What is your
gproach to tramslation?

Most Buddhist translators are either overly devotional or overly scholarly. It[ls very rare that a
scholar knows how to translate, because they havenl[lt practiced translation as an art. It[ls [also]
rare to get a Buddhist practitioner who has a certain amount of scholarship and wholls also devot-
ed who[ls not in bondage to that devotion.
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The secret for me for translating is keeping an open mind. The longer you can keep an open mind
on a given sentence or a given paragraph, the more chances you have of seeing mistakes that
youllve made. Once youl Ive decided, [10h, that['1s a perfect translation![] then youlIve walled yourself
in for that line or paragraph or whatever. But I donl[lt look it at it like that. Every time I go through
my text I'm always open, everything[ls open. I'll sacrifice any phrase or any word. No attachments
to the language. You have to keep an open mind as a translator and be willing to make changes.
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b Zem Baggage you recalled a comwersabion with some Chinese morks who wented to start a
program for foreigners in a Chinese tample to teach them Buddhism. In the book you wrote
that you thought it would ke more usefinl to teach some of the maks English ard serd them to
the West and have tham set wp snall amnbers, in apartments, to leam what pacple over there
really wanted ard needed from the Tharma. What do you think now?

I[0d still go along with that. [The Chinese] think, (0Wellre Chinese Buddhists and we have something
that would really benefit the West, and so we should be transmitting this to the West.[1 You come
up with different schemes for making that work. I just happen to think that this idea of building
big monasteries in America wasn’t the way to go about it. I thought it should work on a grass-
roots level, working with individuals face to face. My own experience with large Chinese monas-
teries that have come over to America is that they become centers for overseas Chinese or Asians
living in America. The Westerners never show up, or if they do, they just go there out of curiosity,
and the practices just aren[It adapted to Western civilization. They always feel so arcane and un-
comfortable. A good example is the City of 10,000 Buddhas [a Chinese-tradition temple in
California). That organization is extremely wealthy and has hundreds of wonderfully devoted
practitioners, and has made zero impact on Buddhism in America because they still can[1t get past
their own walls —and I'm not just talking about the monastery walls.
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What do yvou thirk is the essence of Buddhism?

The thing I always try to get across is, [1Buddhism is all about me.[1 Tt[s all about me and my prob-
lems and the solutions to my problems. I always like to get down to basics and not get too far from
what people can understand at a basic level. I think Buddhism too often ends up as people learning
philosophy or studying some really arcane things and thinking they understand Zen now hecause
they know all these koans. The suffering in their own life has not gone away, it[ls not been amelio-
rated, they haven[It been able to face their own death or the death of their loved ones any better
than before they started practicing.

w9 H(ETk) 7 H T2 skl

AAY olsfshe 2 =2sle 22 Bue v B 2le] AR cHBuddhism is all about me) 2R BA YUY
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b1y fubure projects?

ICve wanted to do a biography of the Chinese Zen Master Empty Cloud [ 2 ]. I wanted to do it be-
cause I know some of his surviving disciples who are themselves great Zen masters, and they[lre dy-
ing. There[ls only a few left, and I know them. Plus I have his complete works and ICIve met this
wonderful Italian woman wholls done her Ph.D. thesis on Empty Cloud. I wait for projects where I
have karmic connections, and I feel like I have a karmic connection to Empty Cloud. Another pro-
ject is a book like Zen Baggage, but about poetry, sort of a book whereby I travel through China
and introduce Chinalls great poets.
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