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Translating Yan Zhitui’s works was part of a larger research project on
early medieval Chinese court culture and literature. Several years ago I
had translated Yan Zhitui’s autobiographical rhapsody, “Viewing My
Life,” for the benefit of my students in a graduate seminar. However,
the lion’s share of work on this volume was carried out during a yearlong sabbatical leave that was made possible by a research fellowship
from the American Council of Learned Societies: In 2019–2020, I was
awarded the ACLS Donald J. Munro Centennial Fellowship in Chinese
Arts and Letters, which enabled me to finish the translation. I am
grateful to the ACLS and Harvard University, my home institution, for
their sponsorship.
I thank Kang-i Sun Chang and Paul W. Kroll for their friendship
and support. I am deeply indebted to Paul Kroll for editing the manuscript through those stressful first weeks of the pandemic lockdown.
I also thank the wonderful administrators at my department, Alison
Howe, Gustavo Espada, and Susan Kashiwa, as well as the outstanding
editorial staff at De Gruyter, Andre Borges, Stefan Diezmann, Birgit
Sievert, and Katrin Stein, for their indispensible help in producing the
volume.
When I am engaged in research and writing, I become completely
absorbed, obsessively spending numerous hours that turn into long days
and nights, weeks, and months. I cannot possibly have done this without the steadfast support of Stephen Owen, my beloved husband of
more than twenty years, who, despite his own busy schedule, has always
done everything he could to help ease all the grinds of daily life for me.
I appreciate the maturity of my son, George, the sweetest, the most
independent, empathetic, and humorous young boy I have known.
Thank you, Steve and George, for all the laughs and all the encouragement. I am profoundly grateful to my family. I would have accomplished nothing without them.
Little did I know, when I started working on this book, that a global
pandemic would break out and, like so many others, I was unable to
travel for months, that my dear mother would pass away, suddenly and
unexpectedly, during this time, and that our visit to my parents in
December 2019 would be the last I ever saw of her in this life. Her
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abrupt departure overwhelmed me with grief and regret, and left a void
in my heart that would never be filled. Born in the war-torn China in
1938, my mother almost lost all members of her immediate family
when she was still an enfant; she grew up deprived of parental guidance
and love, and so she did her best to compensate, in all the ways she
knew, by giving me all her affection, love, and “family instructions” in
the Yan Zhitui sense, when I was growing up. Without her I would
have never become the person and the scholar I am today. I dedicate
this book to my mother’s memory.
Mid-autumn Festival, 2020
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