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A Dream Under the Southern Bough, written in 1600, is a representative
work of Tang Xianzu, a distinguished playwright of the Ming Dynasty (1368-
1644).

The play is about a dream, in which the hero, a discharged army officer
named Chunyu Fen, dreams that he enters an ant hole, and ends up marrying
the daughter of the king of the ants. The king appoints Chunyu Fen to a high
position in his administration. For some 20 years, he pursues an illustrious
career, until, following the death of his wife, his downfall is engineered by a
political rival. The king has Chunyu Fen arrested and expelled from his realm.

The play, together with Tang Xianzu’s three other plays The Peony
Pavilion, The Dream on the Handan Road and The Anecdote of the Purple
Hairpin, are known as “the four dreams” because dreams play a vital part in
the development of all the four plots.

This edition is an unabridged version, and the first one published in
English.
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PREFACE TO THE
LIBRARY OF CHINESE CLASSICS

Yang Muzhi

The publication of the Library of Chinese Classics is a matter of
great satisfaction to all of us who have been involved in the production of
this monumental work. At the same time, we feel a weighty sense of
responsibility, and take this opportunity to explain to our readers the mo-
tivation for undertaking this cross-century task.

The Chinese nation has a long history and a glorious culture, and it has
been the aspiration of several generations of Chinese scholars to trans-
late, edit and publish the whole corpus of the Chinese literary classics so
that the nation’s greatest cultural achievements can be introduced to
people all over the world. There have been many transiations of the Chi-
nese classics done by foreign scholars. A few dozen years ago, a West-
ern scholar translated the title of A Dream of Red Mansions into “A
Dream of Red Chambers” and Lin Daiyu, the heroine in the novel, into
“Black Jade.” But while their endeavours have been laudable, the re-
sults of their labours have been less than satisfactory. Lack of knowledge
of Chinese culture and an inadequate grasp of the Chinese written lan-
guage have led the translators into many errors. As a consequence, not
only are Chinese classical writings widely misunderstood in the rest of
the world, in some cases their content has actually been distorted. At one
time, there was a “Jin Ping Mei craze” among Western scholars, who
thought that they had uncovered a miraculous phenomenon, and pub-
lished theories claiming that China was the “fountainhead of eroticism,”
and that a Chinese “tradition of permissiveness” was about to be laid
bare. This distorted view came about due to the translators of the Jin
Ping Mei (Plum in the Golden Vase) putting one-sided stress on the
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