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The Drunken Buddha, Ian Fairweather’s illustrated translation of a popular Chinese 

tale, published by University of Queensland Press (UQP) in 1965, is a rare example of 

a serious book-length translation from Chinese to English by an established artist. It is 

one of a number of translations from Chinese undertaken by Fairweather, evidence of 

an unusual pastime that arose from his fascination with the Chinese language. For 

Fairweather the publication of The Drunken Buddha was the culmination of years of 

work and making up for various frustrated earlier efforts to see it into print. The book 

was greeted by critics as a curiosity, something to add to the list of bizarre events 

associated with the life of the Scottish-born artist who since 1953 had lived on his 

own terms in a self-made hut on Bribie Island and in 1962 was declared ‘Australia’s 

greatest living artist.’1 Writing in 1995, Sinologist Pierre Ryckmans [Simon Leys] 

lamented that what should be regarded as one of UQP’s ‘proudest productions’ had 

been long out of print and questioned why no-one had ever asked Fairweather, while 

he was alive, what had motivated him to do it. ‘No sensitive and reflective artist can 

approach China without being profoundly affected by that experience. Fairweather’ 

he wrote, ‘ was certainly no exception to this rule and, for all his reticence and 

elusiveness, he left convincing evidence that China played an important role in his 

artistic and spiritual development.’2 Twenty years later, in 2015, a 50th anniversary 

edition of The Drunken Buddha was published by UQP to celebrate ‘Fairweather’s 

creative legacy. The anniversary edition, a slightly redesigned version of the original, 

offers an opportunity to seek answers to Ryckmans’s question, and through an 

examination of letters and archival documents to tell the story of Ian Fairweather’s 

translation of The Dunken Buddha, and the classic tale…[which] continues to 

resonate across the decades’.3 Appearing in the same year as a major retrospective 
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exhibition at the Queensland Art Gallery, The Drunken Buddha has a summative 

significance, providing keys to Fairweather’s artistic practice, as this essay argues.4 

 

Chinese language and translation 

Some insight into Fairweather’s motivation comes in a letter written to Marion Smith 

in the early 1960s. Smith was a young stenographer at the University of Queensland 

who met Fairweather on Bribie Island in the early-to mid 1950s, one of the many 

holiday-makers who disturbed his peace. Unlike the others, however, she stayed in 

touch and became a friend. In the letter Fairweather states that his chief reason for 

undertaking Chinese translation was that ‘it helps with painting’, allowing him to ‘rev 

up’ and ‘cool off’. Like painting, translation was, he said, an ‘eternal mystery’, a form 

of ‘research’.5 He told Smith that he began his study of Chinese in China where he 

lived ‘for some years’, claiming ‘I never tried much to speak it – it was the characters 

that fascinated me.’6 But the idea of China figured much earlier in his life, through 

family tales relating to his favorite sister Annette, known to him as Queenie, who 

lived in Tianjin, China with her husband Walter James Waters, Captain of the Royal 

Army Medical Corps and their young son from 1911 to 1913. Later when he was a 

Prisoner of War in Germany (1914-1917) Fairweather had access to books relating to 

Japanese and Chinese art which prompted his study of Japanese at the School of 

Oriental Studies in London while he was at the Slade School of Art after the War, and 

later Chinese. He took a Chinese grammar published in Shanghai, a ‘relic’ from 

London days, with him to Victoria, Canada where his brother lived and where he 

sought work in 1928. That Chinese book apparently suggested his move to Shanghai, 

where he landed in May 1929.   
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The only known letter from Fairweather’s first four-year stint in China dates from 

1931, two years after his arrival. Fairweather worked in a variety of jobs in the 

International Settlement where he earned a reasonable salary. Writing to his Slade 

School friend Jim Ede, Fairweather said that he had learnt some Chinese ‘in spare 

times’, adding, ‘I had always wanted to do that – it is something’.7  Four years later, 

after having left China following the Japanese bombing of Shanghai, and having spent 

time in Bali and Australia, he returned to China, this time to Peking. In early 1935 he 

enrolled in Chinese language classes at the College of Chinese Studies, an influential 

teaching and research institution established in 1910 to teach Chinese to foreigners, 

and told Ede that his Chinese was ‘of some use up here’ suggesting that he was using 

it in daily interactions.8 But by the end of the year he was experiencing culture shock: 

‘I dont think I have spoken English for 6 months’.9 He lived in a Chinese 

neighbourhood which was cheap and preferable to the expatriate enclaves which he 

abhorred, but it had made him lonely. Fairweather left China in April 1936 and 

travelled to the Philippines where he lived for some time before returning to 

Australia.10 In 1940 he travelled to Hong Kong in the hope of enlisting with an 

English regiment to serve in the Pacific War. That was as close as he would get to 

mainland China again.  After a number of years spent working in South and Southeast 

Asia, in the Censorship Department in Singapore and in an Italian Prisoner of War 

Camp in Bangalore, Fairweather returned once again to Australia (mid 1943) and in 

his words ‘started work’.  

 

In a letter written to artist William Frater, who had provided crucial support to him 

since his arrival in Melbourne in 1934, Fairweather reveals that ‘work’ in Cooktown 

included translation, using a Chinese dictionary that had been given to him by Lina 
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Bryans, another artist who helped in Melbourne, and Frater’s lover.11 He had just 

finished translating the first chapter of Strange Tales of Shen. Fairweather had met 

Bryans through Frater and visited her at Darebin Bridge House, an old coach house 

that became home to a number of artists and a meeting place for intellectuals of 

various kinds, and where Fairweather would live from1945 to 1947. In thanks for the 

Chinese dictionary Fairweather sent Bryans two chapters of his translation, 28 pages 

written in pencil, ‘just to show you I have been using your dictionary.’ Fairweather 

reveals to her both the difficulty of the task and his determination to continue, ‘just to 

be doing Chinese’.12 A few weeks earlier, he had told Bryans he was having problems 

with painting and suspected that it was the ‘Australian hoodoo again’, reinforcing in 

his mind a belief that his best painting was done ‘on some escape from our western 

world’.13 His comments suggest that translation was a useful activity to take him out 

of his immediate environment and into a world of cultural difference and in-

betweenness which was conducive to his practice.  

 

The letter Fairweather wrote during his time on Bribie Island contain numerous 

references to translation, suggesting the ongoing importance to him of the world of 

Chinese language. The loss of his dictionary and Chinese texts in a bushfire that 

claimed his tent and possessions in 1956 made ‘an awful hole’in his life.14 In a letter 

to Marion Smith he calls the Chinese dictionary his ‘old friend’ and mentions a five-

volume fairy tale that he was ‘trying to translate’.15 After appeals to contacts in 

Australia, the United Kingdom and elsewhere, he eventually obtained a replacement 

dictionary and finally some more Chinese texts. In a letter to his sister Annette written 

in July [1957] he mentions two books he is expecting from a bookshop in London: 

‘Mystical revelations of a Taoist Monk of the 10th Century’ and ‘a modern novel’.16  
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The historical book was The Illustrated Excellent Sayings of Chi-tien 繪圖濟顛佳話  

based on the life of the eccentric tenth century monk Chi-tien who violated his 

monastic vows and became a wandering anti-hero. That is the text on which The 

Drunken Buddha is based.  

 

The story of Chi-tien resurfaced in popular fiction, vernacular opera and plays in the 

early Qing dynasty, a period of foreign occupation by the Manchu-Qing. It was later 

adapted to the changing times. Ji Gong Living Buddha 濟公活佛 was first performed 

in Shanghai in 1918, and films of the same title were popular from the late 1930s.17 

When Fairweather received his copy of the book he was not aware of the complex 

history of the novel and its many and varied editions, including a vernacular edition of 

240 chapters.18 Fairweather’s four-volume 20 chapter edition illustrated with 

woodblock prints was published in 1894. The narrative is set in Hangzhou where Chi-

tien lived. 

 

By late 1958 Fairweather had almost completed a draft translation, which he called 

‘Joy’, based on the title of the edition he was working from, The Great True Joy 

Illustrated  繪圖皆大歡喜.  He sent part of it to Melbourne-based author and 

journalist John Hetherington who advised him to seek a publisher in London.19  When 

the publisher suggested that the manuscript needed to be revised, Fairweather became 

annoyed, arguing that he had made ‘as faithful a translation’ as he knew how and that 

‘to alter it would mean taking liberties with the Chinese text – it would no longer be 

an honest translation.’ Fairweather’s comments highlight the seriousness with which 

he approached the task of translation and his belief in his own interpretation of the 

text, notwithstanding the challenges that he faced as a translator. In an irate letter to 
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his niece, who was the go-between, Fairweather continues to explain that the only 

passages he took liberties with were the ‘poems and poetic letters’ – passages of verse 

interleaved in the prose story-telling structure where, he said, ‘I had to draw on 

imagination’, concluding, ‘no Yahoo is going to tell me how to imagine any thing’. 

Giving up on the idea on ever seeing his translation published, he claimed that it was 

‘entirely of no importance’ and that he had done it ‘just to pass the time and to escape 

the white ants’.20  

 

Undaunted by the setback and keen to continue working, Fairweather turned to 

translating a book of folk tales sourced by a great niece living in Malaya. By late 1960 

he had finished that volume and was convinced that it might have a better chance of 

publication than ‘Joy’.21   

 

The Drunken Buddha 

Three years later, Paul Gerber a lecturer in Law at the University of Queensland 

visited Fairweather hoping to buy a painting. Gerber was part of the cultural scene in 

Brisbane at the time and a regular at parties thrown by Laurie Thomas, Director of the 

Queensland Art Gallery. The previous year Thomas had acquired Epiphany (1961-2) 

for the Gallery and proposed a retrospective exhibition of Fairweather’s work. 

Epiphany, the largest painting Fairweather would create, was included in Macquarie 

Galleries’ August 1962 exhibition of the artist’s work which garnered him the title of 

Australia’s greatest living artist. Fairweather had nothing for Gerber to purchase but 

the two men got talking and Fairweather mentioned his translation of ‘Joy’. Gerber 

later showed the manuscript to his colleague, Clayton Bredt, Lecturer in Chinese 

history at the University of Queensland, who suggested that the University of 
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Queensland Press might be persuaded to publish it.22 Bredt, an American who had 

served in Korea and had studied Chinese language and history at the School of 

Oriental and African Studies in London was friendly with Frank Thompson, a fellow-

American who had taken up the position of Manager of the University of Queensland 

Press two years earlier. Thompson was also a close friend of Laurie Thomas. 

 

Towards the end of 1963 Fairweather wrote to his niece in England to request that she 

send back the original ‘four little Vols in a case’ which he had sent her for safe 

keeping because the University was now considering publishing ‘Joy’.23  The 

manuscript had been reviewed by Clayton Bredt, and Professor Igor de Rachewiltz 

from the Faculty of Oriental Studies at the Australian National University. De 

Rachewiltz, a distinguished Sino-Mongolian philologist, read the manuscript ‘with 

great interest’. In his report he described Fairweather’s translation as a ‘free 

translation’ of a ‘popular Chinese novelette’, a version of The Complete Biography of 

the Great Master Chi-tien, the ‘Drunken Buddha. Neither de Rachewiltz nor Bredt 

had access to the Chinese text and so were unable to assess the degree of accuracy of 

the translation. While de Rachewiltz wrote that he had ‘no hesitation’ about the 

literary merit of Fairweather’s translation, and praised ‘the attempt to preserve and 

convey to the reader the typical flavour of a novel of this kind’, he was ‘most 

reluctant to recommend it for publication in its present form’.  De Rachewiltz noted 

that absolute fidelity to the text was not paramount in translating Chinese literature 

but that certain basic rules of translation must be observed, such as the ‘transcription 

of proper names, the rendering of official and religious titles, or special technical 

terms’, and that consistency was essential. He pointed out numerous specific instances 

of ‘puzzling sentences’, ‘slightly incorrect literal translation’, incorrect transliteration 
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of names or transcriptions that ‘do not conform with the current system of writing 

them’, and the need for explanation of Chinese and Buddhist terminology. In his 

report de Rachewiltz emphasised the ‘magnitude of the revision required’, which he 

considered ‘absolutely necessary’. He suggests a catchier title such as ‘The Drunken 

Buddha’, ‘The Drunken Monk’ or ‘The Story of The Drunken Buddha’ and 

recommends that information regarding the historical figure of Chi-tien and the 

‘popularity and literary value’ of the novel be included in an introduction.24  

 

Clayton Bredt also recommended the book for publication. His comments largely 

concur with de Rachewlitz’s. ‘Mr Fairweather’, he wrote, ‘undoubtedly has a great 

knowledge of popular Buddhism and of the Chinese language. Only an expert on 

Buddhism with the original text before him could pronounce on the accuracy of the 

translation, but as a presentation of the spirit of popular Chinese literature it is entirely 

convincing and considerably better in style than most scholarly translations of 

Chinese prose’. He identified two possible approaches for publication: that the 

manuscript be presented as a scholarly publication, and based on the evidence of the 

manuscript he felt Fairweather was qualified to do that, but questioned whether the 

artist would want to dedicate the necessary time to that task. Alternatively, the 

manuscript could be directed at a wider audience interested in Buddhism. In any case, 

Bredt insisted on upholding ‘high editorial standards’.25  

 

Both reviewers, whose task was hampered by being unable to consult the original 

Chinese text, noted Fairweather’s lack of awareness of the scholarly conventions of 

translation. Bredt’s suggestion to target a wider audience and de Rachewiltz’s 

suggested title, The Drunken Buddha, however, appear to have struck a chord with 
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Thompson, in effect linking the unconventional artist, who was by now an iconic 

figure in Queensland, and his unusual book project with the counter culture 

movement of the 1960s. Two years after he had completed his translation of The 

Drunken Buddha, Fairweather read Dharma Bums by Jack Kerouac and was buoyed 

by the fact that the Beats too studied Chinese, art and Zen Buddhism. That he was in 

sync with the spiritual zeitgeist of America gave him ‘a tremendous boost’. Writing to 

his sister Annette he said: ‘’My Chinese translation is Zen – so am trying a lot of new 

directions with more hope – The Bums otherwise Known as Beatniks are quite 

numerous – all very young of course – and all Americans – but it is a movement that 

will spread I think’.26 During this period Fairweather also read Arthur Koestler’s The 

Lotus and the Robot (1960) and A Stink of Zen (1960), exploring the synergies 

between his own questing and that of the counter culture movement more generally.27  

 

Thompson travelled to Bribie Island to meet Fairweather and explain that in its 

current form the book would not sell enough copies to make it worthwhile for UQP to 

publish, but that if Fairweather were willing to edit and correct the manuscript, agree 

to an introduction written by an academic from the University, and create some 

illustrations, then it could work. Fairweather had just finished a batch of paintings and 

did not anticipate doing any further work on the manuscript or creating illustrations. 

None-the-less he was delighted at the prospect of seeing the book published and 

agreed to Thompson’s terms.  

 

It is unclear exactly how the revisions to the manuscript took place, but Bredt appears 

to have played a key role in liason with Fairweather, assisting with the editing and 

adding necessary footnotes. He wrote the introduction.28 In the acknowledgments for 
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The Drunken Budda, Fairweather says that he is ‘particularly indebted’ to Bredt for 

‘his many helpful suggestions in preparing this translation’.  Other people who are 

thanked include David Chung-Sian Lu, Librarian in the Oriental Collection at ANU, 

and Professor Wang Ling, a Professorial Fellow in the Department of Far Eastern 

History at ANU. Wang Ling had been chief researcher and first collaborator with 

Joseph Needham on the multi-volume Science and Civilisation in China. It is likely 

that Lu and Wang were suggested by de Rachewiltz. In August 1964, immediately 

prior to his sabbatical, Bredt visited Lu in Canberra to discuss some details of 

footnotes for the translation and later wrote to him: ‘We have sent on the notes 

together with a draft version based on your translation for Mr Fairweather to try and 

get into English verse. I am very much afraid that the last stanza with the alligator-

headed and goose-crowned men will defy fitting into any known English metre’.29   

Anne Lahey, the in-house editor at UQP, also wrote to Lu to convey Fairweather’s 

thanks for his work on reconstructing a Chinese metrical form known as ling, used in 

a passage of verse.30 These two references provide a glimpse into the process of 

revising the manuscript and indicate the extent of Fairweather’s involvement in the 

process. After Bredt’s departure Lu became the publisher’s local contact for 

translation queries, though Bredt continued to be closely involved.31  

 

Regarding the illustrations, Thompson appears to have inspired Fairweather to create 

something special in the hope that the book would be a commercial success. I ‘dont 

wish to cause them loss’ Fairweather wrote to his niece ‘and the illustrations they 

hope and I, may lift it into the black. Quite wonderful after so long’.32 Fairweather 

worked on the paintings for six months, wrestling with the fact that they had a 

relationship to the text. Writing to gallerist Treannia Smith he expressed the difficulty 
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of the task: ‘I have not made the progress I had hoped. The fact of their being 

illustrations puts an emphasis on the subject – perhaps it shouldn’t – but I found 

myself led into all sorts of by ways.’33 Much earlier Fairweather had created 

illustrations for POW magazines in Germany at a time when there were few options 

to work in any other way; and when he was in Peking he used the rather disparaging 

term ‘illustrations’ to describe the work of American artist Thomas Handforth who 

had produced illustrations for a number of books.34 The challenge that Fairweather set 

himself was to make paintings that were more than just illustrations. 

 

Thompson who imagined a simple publication with a few black and white 

illustrations, was astounded to find that Fairweather had produced thirteen large and 

impressive paintings. The scale and number of paintings demanded colour 

reproduction and a much more expensive production.35 Thompson honoured his word 

and planning for the publication went ahead. The Drunken Buddha would be a unique 

art book of interest to readers as much for the paintings as for the text.  

 

During the Christmas-New Year break Fairweather received a visit from David Lu, 

accompanied by UQP editor Anne Lahey. Lu, who practiced painting and calligraphy, 

had corresponded with Fairweather and was keen to meet him. On his own initiative 

Lu had written and sent to the publisher the Chinese title of the book in brush-and-ink 

along with Fairweather’s name which he hoped might be used as ‘a second title 

page’.36 Lu had also presented Fairweather with a poetic calligraphic inscription and 

dedicated it to the artist, adding a transliteration of his surname in Chinese – 費維德 

Fei Weide. Fairweather wrote to Bredt admitting that he was having difficulty reading 

it: ‘ I am ashamed to say even with the help of a dictionary I cannot read – only my 
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name 費.’37 He later wrote to thank Lu: ‘I could not decipher the first two characters 

of your scroll – but now at last I have made them out – only being used to the printed 

form.’ Fairweather translated the five-character inscription as ‘Zeal conquers all’ and, 

delighted with the sentiment, said he would ‘hang it on his wall – for cheer.’38  

 

Years later, when talking to Nourma Abbott-Smith, Fairweather recalled the impact of 

viewing Chinese calligraphy in Peking. 

I am not ashamed to say that I stood for hours before the great calligraphies of 
old China. There was about them a severity, a chaste beauty that made me 
dissatisfied with everything I had done, everything I had aspired to. It was 
done with a few strokes of the brush, dramatic, delicate and with a tremendous 
power of suggestion and imagination. They were, to me, the very essence of 
China, glittering and compact.39 
 

In China Fairweather had developed a knowledge of the Chinese language and was 

aware of the significance of calligraphy, regarded by Chinese connoisseurs as the 

highest form of artistic expression. He had watched Chinese artists at work and may 

well have attempted calligraphy but there is no evidence to suggest that while in 

China he formally studied the art of brush-and-ink. The ability to read different 

calligraphic scripts requires an expert eye and is aided by calligraphic practice. 

Despite Fairweather’s time in China he was not practised in reading Chinese 

characters written in brush-and-ink and after his departure in 1936 his primary access 

to the Chinese language was via the printed word. His interest in the Chinese 

language was largely based on a fascination with the beauty, economy and visual-

literary quality of Chinese characters, which stimulate the imagination with their 

context-dependent meanings. 

 

For the cover of The Drunken Buddha Fairweather hoped that the press would use the  

original title page of the Chinese book, a block of archaic lesser seal script characters 



	 14	

 : 繪圖濟顛佳話 The Illustrated Excellent Sayings of Chi-tien.40  From the  

perspective of the publisher, in addition to being unintelligible to the English reader,  

the seal script characters did not match the new title for the book, further complicating  

the issue of how to present the translation to readers. As a compromise, the original  

Chinese title page was moved to the very end of the book and David Lu’s calligraphy,  

醉菩提傳 The Drunken Buddha, was placed on the front cover but without  

Fairweather’s name. The dust jacket, created by a Melbourne-based graphic  

designer Richard Ressom, combined an Eastern-style calligraphic font used  

for the title of the book and the artist’s name, with images of Chi-tien and other  

characters reproduced from the original Chinese publication. Fairweather was  

incensed by the decision to hire Ressom and objected strongly to his design:  

‘Chinoiserie ! – just what I was trying to avoid’.41  And to Lu he wrote: ‘May  

be it is a good cover in a Melbourne Context but it murders my context – What I  

thought might be a context.’42 Fairweather objected to the intrusion of another artistic  

sensibility and the incongruity of  the woodblock printed images with his  

translation and his paintings. 

 

An exhibition of twelve paintings Fairweather created for The Drunken Buddha book 

was held at Macquarie Galleries, Sydney in May to coincide with publication.43 

Sydney newspapers reported that people camped overnight waiting for the gallery to 

open. Everything was sold in the space of 10 minutes.44  Of the five works listed as 

‘not for sale’, one was acquired by the UQP for their office ‘in commemoration of the 

first art book’ they had published45 and another by Paul Gerber who played a crucial 

early role.46 Fairweather gave the smallest of the twelve paintings to Frank Clune in 

thanks for the many books that he had sent him over the years.47 The remaining two 
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were purchased by Mary Turner and Treania Smith of Macquarie Galleries.48 A 

thirteenth painting that Fairweather had created for the book but chose to omit owing 

to the limitations of print technology at the time which restricted the colour plates to 

twelve rather than thirteen, was later given Thompson in recognition of his work on 

the publication.49  

 

The exhibition attracted numerous reviews from art critics, all of them drawing 

attention to the impact that Chinese language and in particular calligraphy had exerted 

on Fairweather’s practice. James Gleeson writing for The Sun, for example, referred 

to Fairweather as ‘a Chinese scholar’ and proclaimed that ‘the spirit of Chinese 

calligraphy pervades the whole of his work’.50 Daniel Thomas, reviewing the 

exhibition for The Telegraph was more circumspect, preferring to think of 

Fairweather’s lines as carved rather than brushed.51 There were only a small number 

of book reviews, but they also reflected a variety of opinions about Fairweather’s 

endeavour. The artist’s unusual and long-established pastime of translation created 

headlines in Brisbane’s The Courier-Mail newspaper: ‘BRIBIE ARTIST translates 

Old Chinese Novel…’ The book reviewer praised the ‘Oriental economy which 

Fairweather has preserved in his utterly English renderings’ and found it refreshing 

that ‘the pictures illuminate the spirit of the book without merely duplicating the 

scenes as “photographic” paintings would do.’52 Donald Brook was irritated by the 

publication, unable to ‘read it back into the original – both linguistically and 

culturally’ but acknowledged that some might enjoy ‘lucky-dipping’ into it and 

finding enjoyment in the exotic flavour.53  Daniel Thomas was unable to judge the 

translation or Fairweather’s choice of novel. He could only view the book as ‘a 

contribution to our understanding of Ian Fairweather’s art’, underlining the ‘fact of 
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Fairweather’s involvement with China’ and his hobby of ‘the translation of Chinese 

books into English’. The book was, he said, a ‘fine act of homage to Queensland’s 

most important resident artist.’54 Nicholas Waterlow understood the book as ‘a work 

of art in its own right’, the illustrations corresponding closely with the spirit of the 

text, offering ‘a continuing source of pleasure and enlightenment.’55 He suggested that 

the book enabled ‘a more open assessment’ of the Fairweather retrospective, which 

had opened at the Queensland Art Gallery in July, making clear how far the artist had 

travelled from his ‘English schooled hand’ and later ‘Neo-Chinese impressionism’. In 

his conclusion Waterlow reflected on Fairweather’s fascination with the Chinese 

language: ‘Whereas the majority of the American Abstract Expressionists discovered 

through the cosmic spontaneity of Chinese culture an immediate mode of creative 

outlet, Fairweather utilised the duality of the ideogram and the encompassing 

reflective light, to give substance, at once both sensitive and expansive, to a life that 

had of choice divorced itself from the remainder of its ilk.’56 What most critics 

seemed to agree upon was that by 1965 Fairweather had achieved something that few 

artists had scuccessfully accomplished, some kind of fusion of Eastern and Western 

art into a single living form.57 

 

Fairweather’s translation of The Drunken Buddha 

In August 2017 a workshop was held at the University of Melbourne to consider the 

relationship between translation and art in the case of Ian Fairweather.58 As part of the 

workshop an analysis of Fairweather’s translation of The Drunken Buddha was 

undertaken by John Minford, Professor of Translation, together with Dr Juliet Zhao, 

coordinator of the Master of Translation Program, comparing it with the illustrated 

edition on which it was based.59 The date of the Chinese edition, given by Bredt in his 
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introduction to the book, and the woodblock images reproduced on the cover of The 

Drunken Buddha made it possible to identify the exact edition that Fairweather had 

used, a copy of which is preserved in the Harvard-Yenching Library at Harvard 

University. 

 

The Chinese text upon which Fairweather based his translation is typical of popular 

novels in circulation at that time, many of them pirated copies containing numerous 

typographical errors. The lack of punctuation, which is standard for such texts, and 

the complexity of the semi-classical Chinese language make translation a difficult 

task for any translator but in particular for someone like Fairweather who approached 

it as an amateur. Where sentence breaks occur, whether characters refer to people’s 

names, titles, or places, whether they are read on their own or as part of a phrase 

comprising two or four characters, are some of the challenges that Fairweather faced. 

More daunting are the literary and historical allusions and Buddhist terms, for which 

specialist knowledge and dictionaries are required. Fairweather’s ability to understand 

the Chinese text was limited by the learner’s dictionaries he had been introduced to 

earlier in his studies: Soothill’s The Student’s Four Thousand 字 [Character] and 

General Pocket Dictionary, first published in Shanghai 1899, and Courtenay H. 

Fenn’s The Five Thousand Dictionary, produced at the Yenching School of Chinese 

Studies in Peking in 1926.60 He preferred the former, commenting to Bredt:‘ Soothills 

system of grouping the 字 [characters] by the phonetic symbol makes looking them 

up almost a pleasure.’61 Fairweather read widely but was constrained by what he was 

sent by the local library service or could procure with the help of friends and family. 

In a letter to his sister he refers to a Sanskrit-Chinese dictionary in French that he 
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once owned ‘but left it to rot on a mud bank in Cairns [where Fairweather lived in 

1939-40 and again in 1949] – too tired to carry it further.’62  

 

 

Notebooks salvaged from Fairweather’s hut after his death reveal his process of 

translation. Marked up pages of exercise books show Chinese characters in vertical 

columns on the left hand page, while on the right hand page in corresponding columns 

are the romanised spellings of the characters with the appropriate tone mark, followed 

by the translation. It is clear from these workbooks that Fairweather approached the 

task of translation by looking up Chinese characters in a dictionary one at a time, 

choosing meanings that he thought might best correspond to his understanding of the 

narrative. Not all of the characters he looked up were in the dictionary, making the 

process of deciphering the text something like detective work. When he did not or 

could not understand a character or phrase, he made an educated guess or passed over 

it, confident that he had sufficient grasp of the content to move forward. And in many 

cases he made good and interesting sense of the text. He had no option but to proceed 

and make a decision, or abandon the exercise altogether. That appears never to have 

been an option.  

 

While Fairweather’s stated aim was to create a faithful translation, and he approached 

the task diligently, he was not a scholar. He had not been trained, nor was translation 

something that he had necessarily intended to do, but with his interest in Chinese 

characters, and having embarked on the journey, he was compelled to keep going. 

Translation was an intellectual and creative process carried out on his own terms, a 

process of exercising agency based on his understandings of characters and his choice 
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of meanings. Words triggered ideas and suggested narratives that fascinated because 

they did not originate with him. In crafting his translator’s voice Fairweather drew on 

his own experience and memories of China, and his own cultural background 

informed by the literature of his youth – rhyming verse of childhood, Edwardian 

writers and poets whose work he had read and retained, and the Bible. The challenge 

he set himself was to decode the characters and create a compelling narrative for an 

English speaking reader who had little or no knowledge of the Chinese world. 

Translation was an exploratory journey of learning on the job, building up a 

vocabulary, marvelling not only at the etymology of individual characters and how 

their meaning could be translated, but also their visual structure.  

 

Translation from the Chinese, which Fairweather decribed as ‘research’, opened up a 

new creative space that allowed him to continue to move between cultural worlds. It 

was boundary crossing as well as a form of intellectual play that nourished him, 

provided structure to his life and gave him a feeling of achievement, progressing 

through a text one character at a time. Understanding how a Chinese character is 

composed based on principles of harmony and balance, and written according to a 

strict stroke order (a process also followed when looking up characters in a 

dictionary), promoted a different kind of visual thinking and allowed him to approach 

his art in other terms. The practice of translation, which appears to have begun when 

Fairweather was living in Melbourne and continued after he moved to Queensland, 

was an essential part of his working life on Bribie Island in the years leading up to his 

period of greatest artistic achievement. Translation from the Chinese enabled 

Fairweather to inhabit a creative in-betweenness. Like living on Bribie Island, the 

only place where he managed to achieve sustained success on his own terms by 
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painting, translation was a means of distancing himself from the compromises of his 

existence including what he feared was the ‘hoodoo’, of not being able to paint in 

Australia. It allowed him to ‘rev up’ and ‘cool off’ in a related creative process. 

Fairweather’s search for form and meaning in translation is present in his paintings, 

created in multiple planes and with complex layers of brushstrokes through which he 

explores intermediary spaces. 
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