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Winter sunlight glances off the polished fenders of the ‘Blue 
Tiger’, parked outside ‘the Grass Hut’—a seemingly traditional 
and prosperously un-hut-like Chinese courtyard house (Figure 
1). A smartly dressed Western woman with impeccable posture is 
opening one of the twin planks of gleaming black wood that form 
the door; carved above her, the classical Chinese poets Li Po and 
Tu Fu are depicted playing wei ch’i or ‘hedged-in checkers’, while 
serving boys warm wine over a charcoal brazier. Above this scene 
of poise and quietude is a band of carved peonies, and surmount-
ing the graceful arcs of the roof, fish flick their tails skywards—
symbols of a plentitude that, even judging just from this picture, 
was so obviously realized in life.

The woman is Florence Wheelock Ayscough. Next month 
she will be sixty years old. The following year she will marry her 
second husband, move to Chicago, and, three years later, the site 
of this house will be occupied—appositely in light of Shanghai’s 
restless evolution—by the New Shanghai Construction Company.

For now, though, it’s a perfectly framed moment of stillness. 
A hiatus. Her demeanor doesn’t betray that the previous year 
she lost her first husband after years of debilitating illness and a 
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soul-bruising trek through Europe in search of treatment. This ‘tra-
ditional’ house was built especially for them in 1922–23, and was 
situated near the northern border of Shanghai’s foreign-controlled 
International Settlement. But there’s nothing to suggest the recent 
tragedy of the Japanese razing of the Chinese-controlled district of 
Zhabei in the First Shanghai War of 1932, just north-west of this 
house, or the disquiet among foreigners that their Concession-era 
lifestyle of privilege may be ending, or the growing tensions that 
would soon lead to the outbreak of full-scale war between China 
and Japan. The recipients of this Christmas card would never 
imagine that surrounding this house are two coal companies, an 
iron works, a chemical factory and an electrical firm.

Is this Christmas card a subconscious slip? A foreigner’s propri-
etorial hand-on-the-door of traditional China? With the gleaming 
Blue Tiger as impotent protector of an untenable position? She 
is, after all, a British woman of substantial wealth and prominent 
social position.1 She was born into the Wheelock family—early 
and pedigreed Western settlers in Shanghai who assembled a com-
fortable fortune out of freight. Her first husband belonged to all 
the right clubs and councils, and was part of the foreign-imposed 
apparatus that governed the city’s Western enclave. She is inextri-
cably part of the last gasp of semi-colonialism, much maligned for 
its conservatism, protection of its own interests, prejudices and 
inertia in the face of a rising Chinese nationalism.

So firmly entrenched in elite Shanghailander life was her 
family that its members walk through the pages of the North China 
Herald like familiar characters in a family saga. Here, a prowler 
slips past their Sikh guard in the night and robs the servants of 
their umbrellas. There, she sets sail on the Empress of Asia, the ship 
plushly decorated in Louis Quinze, headed for Vancouver. Here, 
her husband masterfully defuses a heated quarrel at a meeting of 
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the shareholders of the Astor House Hotel Company. There, he 
bags 34 birds at the Shanghai Gun Club tournament as his wife 
graciously presents the trophy. Here, he complains in a Letter to 
the Editor about the ludicrousness of race ponies’ names, arguing 
that the ‘plucky little beasts’ deserve more respect. There, her sister-
in-law sets up a sewing project to help indigent women keep food 
on their tables; here are her father’s golf and her brother Geoffrey’s 
shooting scores.

Against this background of privilege and position, was it then 
an insensitive jest to call this comfortable house, with its central 
heating furnace room and plentiful bathrooms a ‘grass hut’? There 
were indeed grass huts close by, but these were the squalid tempo-
rary dwellings of recent rural migrants to the city, who squatted 
on the boundaries of Shanghai’s administrative units. By the 1930s 
these were proliferating in quantity and deteriorating in quality, 
especially around the railway station not far from the Ayscough 
residence. On one occasion a grass hut sprouted outside her very 
door—a temporary shelter for a northern family fleeing a bad 
harvest.

But Florence Ayscough’s Grass Hut belongs in a very differ-
ent context, as a tribute to the Tang-dynasty poet Tu Fu, who built 
his own grass hut in eighth-century Chengdu. Ayscough may be a 
moneyed Westerner who fully partakes of the pleasures of expatri-
ate life, but she is also a remarkable scholar who by Christmas 1934 
had just published the second part of a critically acclaimed trans-
lation of Tu Fu. During her lifetime she was regarded as one of 
the most perspicacious and sympathetic sinologists in the English-
speaking world. Her 1925 publication A Chinese Mirror: Being 
Reflections of the Reality behind Appearance was widely admired for 
its ability to render China ‘a living entity’ to Western readers. Her 
subsequent translations of classical Chinese poetry—particularly 
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her terse, Modernist translations of Tu Fu—engendered the 
respect of a great many esteemed literary critics and writers. Later, 
the American poet Kenneth Rexroth relied on her translations, 
among others, as the basis for his own work. John Thompson, a 
major Canadian poet, was deeply influenced by Ayscough’s Tu Fu 
translations.2 Although Ayscough is hardly a household name now, 
she made a contribution to modern poetry in English that reso-
nates still.

Ayscough was an energetic woman, whose interests ranged 
from ethnography to art collecting, photography, gardening 
and sports. Her writings also attempted to delve into the lives 
of Chinese women and children—an aspect that has attracted 
attention from feminist critics. According to her own accounts, 
the spur to these scholarly activities was her involvement in the 
North China Branch of the Royal Asiatic Society in Shanghai; she 
served as its librarian from 1907 to 1922 and was responsible to 
no small degree for its development as a major literary resource in 
China. She was a frequent speaker and contributor to the Society’s 
annual Journal, and in 1921 was the first woman to be elected as an 
Honorary Member of the Society.

Because of the autobiographical nature of much of her writing, 
the preservation of many of her letters, and the Shanghai newspa-
pers’ interest in her family, her life story reveals a rare, intimate 
evocation of a Shanghailander childhood, and of the experiences 
of a Western woman in Concession-era Shanghai. She lived in 
China during some of the most momentous episodes in its history, 
including the overthrow of the Qing dynasty and the establish-
ment of a Republic (‘After four thousand years there is no longer 
a Son of Heaven’). She writes as a historian of culture rather than 
politics, yet touches on topics still salient, which Chinese people 
themselves (often with government backing) are reappraising and 
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experiencing anew. Her interests ranged from classical painting 
to what was then modern Chinese art; she studied famous places 
and tourist sites and explained how they acquired their layers of 
meaning; she appreciated intangible culture, and wrote about festi-
vals, customs and popular religion.

Knowledge is Pleasure.3 Her family and friends often remarked 
on her joy in the life of the body as well as that of the mind. As a 
younger woman she rode horses, ‘had a splendid physique’, sailed, 
swam in the English Channel and the bracing waters off New 
Brunswick (though not, as far as we know, in the less restorative 
currents of the Yangtze). She also revelled in cerebral pursuits, 
had a ‘beautiful and penetrating mind’, hunted ideas, flushed out 
meanings. An early adopter of technology she roamed Shanghai 
with her hand-held camera, created a collection of meticulously 
hand-coloured slides, appeared in film and spoke on radio, enthu-
siastically embraced innovation (she would have flown airplanes 
if her first husband hadn’t so strenuously resisted). Both active 
and contemplative, she pursued whole-heartedly the enormously 
ambitious aim of making a seemingly impenetrable culture acces-
sible to Western readers. If wonder is the beginning of philosophy 
happiness was its end.

Carved above the front door of the Grass Hut, Li Po and Tu Fu 
enjoy their intellectual puzzle. On a wooden beam in the guest hall 
is a carving of the Ho Ho twins, who after inventing the abacus, 
died of laughter.



In the twenty years since Ayscough and Lowell had been young 
women together in Boston, Lowell had been forging her own 
successful path as a poet and by 1917 had published three poetry 
collections. One of these, Sword Blades and Poppy Seed (1914) 
had been a critically acclaimed bestseller that catapulted Lowell 
into celebrity, while her public persona became a lure for con-
troversy. Openly lesbian, obese, cigar-smoking and bellicose, she 
had become infamous for her feud with the Modernist poet Ezra 
Pound over ‘ownership’ of the poetic avant-garde. The details of 
this wrangle reflect on the project she was about to embark upon 
with Ayscough. In 1913, while Ayscough was delving into Chinese 
painting, Lowell discovered Imagism. A loosely-connected 
group of British and American poets, now recognized as incipi-
ent Modernists, the Imagists rejected traditional poetic conven-
tions and adopted free verse, aspiring to reflect the cadences of 
everyday speech. Drawing on her ample financial resources and 
her influential social and publishing networks, Lowell was able to 
champion and promote this new group of writers, who included 
Hilda Doolittle (who wrote simply as ‘H. D.’), Ford Madox Ford, 
and Richard Aldington. Her initial friendship with Pound soured, 

3
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The ‘sensuous realist’1
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and he refused to participate in the anthologies of Imagist poets 
that Lowell edited in 1915, 1916 and 1917.

When Ayscough turned to Lowell for help at the end of 1917, 
she was requesting not just the consolations of friendship but also 
Lowell’s assistance as an established poet. If Ayscough was to sell 
her collection of Chinese paintings and calligraphy in America, she 
needed to make them as accessible as possible; obviously, her cal-
ligraphic paintings required compelling translations. She brought 
some rough attempts to Lowell, hoping her friend could transform 
them into something more poetic. Lowell was immediately capti-
vated, explaining, ‘I was fascinated by the poems, and, as we talked 
them over, we realized that here was a field in which we would 
like to work.’2 What started as a favour turned into a four-year col-
laboration resulting in the 1921 publication of Fir-Flower Tablets. 
This book would contain some startlingly beautiful translations of 
poets already familiar to the West, and would also introduce some 
previously untranslated poetry.

Their work together was a four-year ‘paper hunt’ across con-
tinents and oceans. Lowell knew no Chinese; Ayscough wasn’t a 
poet. But working together they believed they were producing 
work in translation superior to anything published by their con-
temporaries. Having translated enough of the scrolls for Ayscough 
to use in her lectures, they decided to embark upon the enterprise 
of translating several of China’s most revered classical poets, 
including Li Po, Tu Fu and Wang Wei. In doing so they entered 
into territory fiercely contested by some of the West’s most eminent 
sinologists and poets. Inevitably there were skirmishes and casual-
ties, but their work was to both women ‘a continually augmenting 
pleasure’.3

The process, though, was an arduous one. Ayscough would 
write out each poem word by word for Lowell, giving several 
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meanings for each character. Sometimes she provided an expla-
nation of the characters’ etymology. She also provided diligent 
and copious notes to help Lowell understand the historical and 
geographical context and the literary allusions. Lowell then used 
this as the raw material for creating poetry ‘as near the originals 
as we could make them’, while still being satisfying creations in the 
English language. When they were together they worked until 2 
a.m. Lowell, whose energies were legendary and output prodigious, 
would continue to work alone through the night, leaving little 
yellow slips with notes for Ayscough to retrieve the next morning. 
When Ayscough was in St. Andrews the telephone would habitu-
ally ring at midnight, and Florence would rouse herself from bed 
to perch in her nightgown, responding down a crackling line as to 
whether the words were tui tzu or toi tao. They frequently agreed to 
disagree; after such a long friendship Ayscough must have learned 
her own way of deflecting Lowell’s ‘scorpion’ words, spoken in a 
flash of anger, though arguing with Lowell ‘was like plunging into 
a deep blue wave’.4 When she returned to China the process was 
complicated further by war-delayed mail. Lowell would send the 
manuscripts back to Ayscough via the Empress of Asia, or another 
of the liners that plied the Pacific, to be pored over by Ayscough 
and her teacher Nung Chu—the last and most inspiring of a series 
of teachers she worked with in Shanghai. Some of the poems made 
the return trip across the Pacific to Vancouver, then by rail to New 
England, several times.

By the start of this project Ayscough was already deeply 
immersed in the study of Chinese language and culture; Fir-Flower 
Tablets was a natural outcome of her interests. What motivated 
Lowell (beyond loyalty to a friend) was her immediate identifica-
tion with the Chinese work Ayscough brought her. Lowell found 
in Chinese poetry values similar to those she espoused for herself 
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and the Imagists. The preface to her 1915 anthology outlines the 
movement’s precepts:

To present an image (hence the name: ‘Imagist’). We 
are not a school of painters, but we believe that poetry 
should render particulars exactly and not deal in 
vague generalities, however magnificent and sonorous 
… To produce poetry that is hard and clear, never 
blurred nor indefinite. Finally, most of us believe that 
concentration is of the very essence of poetry.5

A Lowell poem in this anthology and a Fir-Flower Tablets transla-
tion are markedly similar:

Grass-blades push up between the cobblestones
And catch the sun on their flat sides
Shooting it back,
Gold and emerald,
Into the eyes of passers-by.

Lowell, from The Travelling Bear

Again the white water flower
Is ripe for plucking.
The green, pointed swords of the iris
Splinter the brown earth.6

Liu Shih-An (calligrapher), 
from One Goes a Journey in Fir-Flower Tablets

There is the same intense concentration on a visual image, the 
same economy of words, the same insistence on a few well-chosen 
verbs rather than a pile-up of adjectives. There is nothing ‘blurred 
or indefinite’ in the splintering of soil. Of course, the Chinese 
poem is, rather, ‘Ayscough and Lowell’. ‘Splinter’ is their word. But 
another time and culture’s poetry is seen through the lens of our 
own, just as translation is rooted in its own time and place. It was 
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as an Imagist poet that Lowell approached Chinese poetry, and 
as an early twentieth-century critic that Ayscough could write of 
poems written in calligraphy: ‘A beautiful thought perpetuated in 
beautiful handwriting and hung upon the wall to suggest a mental 
picture—does not the possession of such a medium rouse the envy 
of Occidental imagists, who are indeed the spiritual descendants 
of the East?’7

The dedication to choosing the exact words, shaped by 
Lowell’s Imagism and Ayscough’s diligence, attracted a minor 
squall of criticism that marred the reception of Fir-Flower Tablets. 
In attempting to ‘burrow’ out the allusions of characters, Ayscough 
at times delved into their etymology, justifying this by reasoning 
that for an educated Chinese reader, a character’s etymology would 
always be present in his mind. This was not a major feature of the 
translations, though, as Lowell explains, ‘The analysis of characters 
has been employed very rarely, and only when the text seemed to 
lean on the allusion for an added vividness or zest.’8 That critics 
should have seized negatively on this is a pity, as the device was 
seldom employed. A much more salient feature of the poetry was 
the authors’ concern with accuracy and explanation.

In her own introduction Ayscough explains the difficulty she 
is trying to resolve when she asks the reader to imagine how a 
Chinese poet in a grass hut would understand Amy Lowell’s poem 
Nostalgia without an intermediary. Nostalgia offers a brief sequence 
of images, but for a Western reader it conveys a world of allusion 
to rail travel, marble-floored hotels with bellboys and elevators—
allusions utterly inaccessible to the Chinese poet. Ayscough’s point 
is that the Chinese world is just as alien to Westerners without 
a guide. To orient her readers to this world, Ayscough wrote a 
lengthy introduction describing China’s topography, climate, and 
political and social history. This was appreciated by The New York 
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Times reviewer as providing ‘a more illuminating notion of China 
generally than any number of dry-as-dust treatises’.9

Fir-Flower Tablets is a collection of poetry, but it is also a 
guide to China’s culture and natural history. And it was Ayscough’s 
direct experience of nature in China, her childhood of horses and 
gardens and riverboats, and her observational acuity, that brought 
such diversity of natural species, nuance of colour and textural 
depth to those translations. In terms of flora and fauna, Fir-Flower 
Tablets is a species-rich celebration of the natural world. In a letter 
to the China Journal of Science and Arts (the publication of the 
Shanghai Museum and long edited by the Museum’s curator and a 
Society president for a time, Arthur de Carle Sowerby) Ayscough 
notes their ornithological precision:

I find that in our collection of one hundred and 
thirty-seven pieces, among the birds referred to 
are: kites, vultures, nightingales, yellow geese, wild 
geese, magpies, orioles, swallows, parrots, white 
herons, yellow herons, mandarin ducks, jackdaws, 
gulls, pheasants, cocks and chickens, to say nothing 
of the fabulous birds such as the Silver-crested 
Love Pheasant, the Green Fire-bird, and the Jade 
Love-bird.10

By contrast, it was a perceived lack of ornithological accuracy that 
attracted one of Ayscough’s few negative public comments about 
Arthur Waley, the eminence grise of Chinese translation. His mis
translation of a line suggesting that the poet saw (rather than heard) 
the reclusive golden oriole was, according to Ayscough, ‘… a mistake 
which every naturalist would condemn’. While she acknowledged 
that although Waley—who had never been, and would never go, to 
China—could produce ‘exquisite’ poetry, he lacked ‘a certain vivid-
ness of perception, a vividness which only a visual experience of 
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China could give him.’11 Years later, in a letter to her close friend 
Mary Matteson Wilber, she described a distinct modus operandi 
amongst the art historians of Europe whose comprehension of 
China was ‘purely academic’, and who studied Chinese art ‘as if it 
were the art of Egypt say, of a people who have entirely departed 
from the realm of actuality …’12 Whether writing on art, or translat-
ing poetry, Ayscough believed that the decades she lived in China 
contributed so many more dimensions to her work.

At their most satisfying, the Fir-Flower translations are pared 
to their pith:

Shoals of fish assemble and scatter,
Suddenly there is no trace of them.

The single butterfly comes—
Goes—
Comes—
Returning as though urged by love.13

Ho Shao-Chi (calligrapher)

Sometimes, they seem burdened by particulars, and the demands 
of compass precision. While some lines are sharp and fresh, others 
feel overworked, exhausted perhaps by their transpacific excur-
sions. This can be sensed by comparing the opening lines of the 
Ayscough/Lowell translation of Li Po’s Saying Good-Bye to a Friend 
with a much looser one by Ezra Pound, who relied almost entirely 
on the notes of Ernest Fenollosa, an American scholar who studied 
Chinese poetry in Japan:

Clear green hills at a right angle to the North wall,
White water winding to the East of the city.
Here is the place where we must part.
The lonely water-plants go ten thousand li;14

Ayscough/Lowell
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Blue mountains to the north of the walls,
White river winding about them;
Here we must make separation
And go out through a thousand miles of dead grass.15

Ezra Pound

Lowell was predictably acerbic about Pound’s inaccuracies in his 
groundbreaking and much lauded Cathay (1915), and his cribbing 
of Fenollosa’s translations. The literary critic in her nevertheless 
admitted that although ‘they are not what he says they are’, she 
couldn’t deny they were beautiful.16 Just as their own translations 
could be, when they leaned most on sensory experience of China:

Every time I have started for the Yellow Flower River,
I have gone down the Blue-Green Stream,
Following the hills, making ten thousand turnings.
We go along rapidly, but advance scarcely one 

hundred li.
We are in the midst of a noise of water,
Of the confused and mingled sounds of water broken 

by stones,
And in the deep darkness of pine-trees.
Rocked, rocked,
Moving on and on,
We float past water-chestnuts
Into a still clearness reflecting reeds and rushes.
My heart is clean and white as silk; it has already 

achieved Peace;
It is smooth as the placid river.
I long to stay here, curled up on the rocks,
Dropping my fish-line forever.17

Wang Wei, The Blue-Green Stream

The still water reflecting rushes, the sensation of rocking, floating, 
and the calmness of a heart ‘clean and white as silk’ may well draw 
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on echoes of childhood experience on Chinese houseboats. When 
Ayscough referred to another Chinese poet (Li Po) as a ‘sensuous 
realist’ she might just as well have been describing herself.

A comparison with a translation of the same poem by their 
contemporary, the American poet and writer Witter Bynner 
(Bynner visited, rather than lived in, China), underscores the 
sensory richness of the Ayscough/Lowell version:

I have sailed the River of Yellow Flowers,
Borne by the channel of a green stream,
Rounding ten thousand turns through the mountains
On a journey of less than thirty miles …
Rapids hum over heaped rocks;
But where light grows dim in the thick pines,
The surface of an inlet sways with nut-horns
And weeds are lush along the banks.
… Down in my heart I have always been as pure
As this limpid water is …
Oh, to remain on a broad flat rock,
And to cast a fishing-line forever!18

Wang Wei, A Green Stream

The Bynner version is a visual description; the Ayscough/Lowell 
one is a sensory experience.

Although Ayscough was usually a generous critic, quick to see 
the worth in others’ efforts (‘the last thing I want to do is “throw 
bricks”—it is the curse of sinology’19), Bynner stimulated an atypi-
cally hostile response from her. She and Lowell certainly consid-
ered him irreverent (he had spoofed Imagism in a 1916 publication 
Spectra: A Book of Poetic Experiments). In part it was personal; 
Bynner coined the cruel moniker hippopoetess for Lowell, which 
quickly gained currency in literary circles. Maybe more signifi-
cantly, Ayscough recognized that their approaches to translation 
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were completely divergent. In her eyes he was uncommitted, 
impressionistic rather than precise, shoddy in his workmanship. 
He lacked heft: ‘It is very simple to work the way Bynner does: 
what he doesn’t understand he leaves out!’20

Bynner was an amateur without the love. He came out to 
China and galloped through 300 Tang poems. A letter Ayscough 
wrote to him from Yokohama aboard the Empress of Asia crackles 
with frustration. Ayscough’s letters are often beautiful artifacts in 
themselves, either typed, or written in purple ink on paper deco-
rated with a pine needle motif, plus her personal seal. This one was 
written with such emotion that it jammed in the typewriter. It is 
blotched, full of crosses and corrections; even her irreproachable 
grammar deserts her. It does, though, contain the kernel of her 
belief about translation. She understood herself as a craftsman, 
who had served a long, self-abnegating apprenticeship, and who 
now approached her work in a spirit of veneration:

You see, so far, with the exception of Mr. Waley’s, the 
translation have been very very poor & have mis-
represented the Chinese poets in the most appalling 
manner, I had hoped that we had had enough of these 
approximations, this ‘giving of the idea’. What I feel 
about your work is that if the Angel Gabriel himself 
under-took it he could not make a scholarly pices [sic: 
piece] of work. Therefore it must be another approxi-
mation. What I know of it bristles with inaccuracies. 
It is not your fault, it is that you are trying to do an 
impossible thing. Of course it may bring you a certain 
amount of ‘kudos’—but it—is very hard on the T’ang 
poets….

Although it is not possible to render the delicacy, 
the subtlety, the beauty of Chinese poetry, in its mar-
vellous terseness, if one works reverently, & humbly, 
if one studies without cease, if one spares no time 
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or strength (a short poem often takes three days of 
hard work) one must surely produce something that 
is faithful to the spirit of these great men—& that 
is what working on the lines you are doing it is not 
possible to accomplish. Of course I do not suppose 
that you can care as I do—but there it is.21

Knowledge is pleasure—and also passion.
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