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2 Cao Xueqin %

China is one of the cradles of world civilization, enjoying over five
thousand years of history. It has produced many outstanding figures in the
history of ancient thought, and left a rich philosophical heritage for both the
Chinese people and the entire humanity. The fruit of these thinkers was to
establish unique schools that over the long course of history have been
continuously interpreted and developed. Today much of these thoughts are as
relevant as ever and of extreme vitality for both China and the rest of the
world. For instance, the ideal of “humaneness” and the concept of “harmony”
taught by Confucius, the founder of Confucianism, have been venerated
without ceasing by contemporary China as well as other Asian nations.

Ancient Chinese dynasties came and went, with each new dynasty
producing its own scintillating system of thought. These rare and beautiful
flowers of philosophy are grounded in the hundred schools vying for attention
in pre-Qin times and the broad yet deep classical scholarship of Han and Tang
times and in the simple yet profound occult learning of the Wei and Jin
dynasties together with the entirely rational learning of Song and Ming Neo-
Confucianism. The fertile soil of religious belief was Buddhism’s escape from
the emptiness of the sensual world and Daoism’s spiritual cultivation in the
search for identification with the immortals. The founders of these systems of
thought included teachers, scholars, poets, politicians, scientists and monks —
they made great contributions to such disparate cultural fields in ancient China
as philosophy, politics, military science, economics, law, handicrafts, science
and technology, literature, fine arts, and religion. The ancient Chinese
venerated them for their wisdom and for following moral paths, and called
them sages, worthies, saints, wise men, and great masters, etc. Their words and
writings, and sometimes their life experiences, constitute the rich matter of
ancient Chinese thought distilled by later generations. The accomplishments of
Chinese thought are rich and varied, and permeate such spiritual traditions as
the harmony between humans and nature, the unification of thought and action,
and the need for calmness during vigorous action, synthesizing the old and
innovating something new.

Nanjing University Press has persisted over the last twenty years in
publishing the 200-book series, Collection of Critical Biographies of Chinese
Thinkers, under the general editorship of Professor Kuang Yaming, late
honorary president of Nanjing University. This collection is the largest-scale
project of research on Chinese thinking and culture undertaken since the
beginning of the twentieth century. It selected more than 270 outstanding
figures from Chinese history, composed their biographies and criticized their
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4 General Preface (%

intellectual accomplishments; all in all, it is a rigorous and refined academic
work. On this foundation, we introduce this series of concise readers, which
provides much material in a simple format. It includes the cream of the crop of
great figures relatively familiar to foreign readers. We have done our best to
use plain but vivid language to narrate their human stories; this will convey the
wisdom of their thought and display the cultural magnificence of the Chinese
people. In the course of spiritually communing with these representative
thinkers from ancient China, readers will certainly be able to apprehend the
undying essence of thoughts of the Chinese people.

Finally, we are deeply grateful for the support from Hanban/ Confucius
Institute Headquarters, and the experts from home and abroad for their joint
efforts in writing and translating this series.

Editors
November, 2009
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2 Cao Xueqin (%

Life, for most people, is usually not perfect. Always, there are regrets. As
the saying goes, “Of ten things in life, eight or nine are unsatisfactory.” When
we are admiring those in the past who have achieved so much and have had so
much influence on future generations, we would often regret that we were not
born at that time; otherwise we could have met them and talked with them.
Although reading their written works can help, the sense of regret still lingers,
particularly for those whose life stories are legendary, or even with mysterious
colour. Cao Xueqin, author of Honglou Meng (The Dream of Red Mansions), is
one such legendary figure to have caused later generations to have such
regrets.

Today, if we were to say that Cao Xueqin is one of the world’s most
famous writers, not many would disagree. Some would even go further by
saying that titles such as genius, great thinker, great painter, great architect and
connoisseur of food, should be added to justly encompass Cao’s talents. His
great work has been admired by many ever since the day of its existence. That
admiration has now spread beyond China’s borders. The novel has received
wide recognition as world class literature. Experts and laymen alike sing its
praises. The figures, stories and the poems in it are familiar to a wide
readership, young and old, and have become common topics of conversation.
What a pity it is then that the Honglou Meng we read is incomplete, with only
80 original chapters. The current compilation has 40 more chapters added to it
by another writer. Did Cao complete his novel? If he did, what did he say in
the chapters beyond Chapter 80? If he did, why was this part of the manuscript
lost? Will it ever be found? There is no doubt that every reader asks those
questions and is eager to know the answers.

Honglou Meng, to a certain degree, is like a celestial novel that contains
too many puzzles and is hard to comprehend. Not much is known about its
author, Cao Xueqin, an excellent writer who left behind only that great work
and nothing else. Apart from a few lines of poetry written by his friends which
give a description of him, there are no other direct records. The lack of
reference has been a constant frustration to researchers. Ever since the
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4 Introduction <%

establishment of Redology —the study of Honglou Meng, any tiny finding on
Cao would be quite exciting and could cause a sensation in the field. Some
mercenary people could not resist the temptation of wealth and fame, and went
so far as to forge evidence. Sadly, that kind of forgery has ocurred several
times in the 20th century. Even though many volumes of research monographs
have been published on the subject of Cao, the experts actually know less
about Cao than the readers might have imagined.

History is cruel. It plays hide-and-seek with human beings. While it
reveals one set of facts, it hides another and hides it deep, so deep that, for the
past hundred years or more, people have searched in vain for more
information. The eagerness for answers and the disappointment at not being
able to find them have been torturing researchers and readers for generations,
and such torment will continue in the conceivable future. That is just the case
with the research on Cao and his novel. It’s like finding fragments of a delicate
vase that was broken 200 years ago that can only give us a rough picture of
what the vase looked like, but its exact image and details have been lost
forever.

Nevertheless, as long as the novel exits, as long as the researchers and
readers remain passionate, the quest will go on, even though everyone knows
that it will be disappointing and incomplete. The quest will go on because of
the irrepressible need for answers to those questions and of the respect for Cao,
the great writer. As for the readers, they always want to know more, even just a
little more, about the writer who has brought them such great artistic
enjoyment.



