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Foreword

The title of this novel was suggested by Mr Zhang Minjie of
New World Press, who asked me to write the story of the love be-
tween Sima Xiangru and Zhuo Wenjun. I had long been interested in
this tale, so I accepted the assignment with alacrity. When I was stuck
for a suitable title, it was Mr Zhang who came up with The Phoenix
Seeks a Mate.

Sima Xiangru was famous for composing fi poems in ancient
China. His poems were included in the classical works Records of
the Historian and History of the Han Dynasty, causing the sages of
old to look up to Sima Xiangru with great reverence. Inclusion in the
Records of the Historian alone ensures for Sima Xiangru an unshak-
able position in the history of Chinese literature. As for his love affair,
only a few scanty words have been handed down to us, and of these
the ones that have intrigued later generations are “With the senti-
ments of the lute, Wenjun rushed to Xiangru in the night.” How many
love affairs have been sparked among young people of later genera-
tions by the “sentiments of the lute”? This literary allusion has never
lost its attraction, and it has appeared in poems and dramas down the
ages. The reason for this is to be sought not merely in the genius of
the scholar who coined it but more in the courage and resolution of
Wenjun in defying feudal mores for the sake of love. Although
Xiangru’s “winning her with the sentiments of the lute” was a rejec-
tion of the morality of the time, and Wenjun’s “rushing to Xiangru in
the night” was an unpardonably wanton act, they embody a search



for love in the truest sense. In feudal society it was preposterous for
a weak young girl to yearn for true love. In those days, the girl’s
parents arranged her marriage through a matchmaker — love didn’t
enter into it, as marriage was perverted into an alliance between in-
fluential and wealthy families, and the role of the wife was that of
producer of the next generation. Outwardly peaceful and harmonious,
such marriages contained little love. So the significance of “winning
her with the sentiments of the lute” is that it encapsulates a young
couple’s challenge to irrational feudal ethics.

In this story, Zhuo Wangsun is the personification of those feu-
dal ethics. We can surmise that when the newly widowed Wenjun
returns home and conceives love and admiration for Xiangru that her
first marriage was not a happy one; not only is her grief far from
deep, her longing for true happiness is stronger than ever. When
Xiangru returns her sentiments, Wenjun makes an impetuous deci-
ston without thinking of the consequences. But after the first flush of
excitement wears off, harsh reality catches up with the pair,
Nevertheless, Wenjun is unyielding in the face of all kinds of pres-
sure on her to conform to feudal morality from public opinion, as
well as economic hardships. Uncowed, with wisdom and courage,
she overcomes all obstacles, and in the end forces her old-fashioned
father to yield to her in her stubborn fight to protect her love.

In the “White-Haired Lament”, a snatch of unofficial history
from the Miscellaneous Notes of the Western Capital, it says, “Xiangru
wished to take a girl from Maoling as his wife. The girl, Zhuo Wenjun,
wrote the “White-Haired Lament’ as a rebuff to his advances. Xiangru
thereupon desisted.” Guo Maogian includes two poems from the
“White-Haired Lament” among the Melodies of Chu, in his Collected
Han Ballads, but there is no evidence that they came from the hand
of Zhuo Wenjun. In the process of planning the present novel, I pon-



dered over and over again whether to include this legend or not. In
the end, I decided to fit it in as the subject of a chapter, out of the
following consideration: The way the lovers chose each other is beau-
tiful and moving enough in itself, but after they had been married for
a few years it is likely that the bloom of their love would begin to
fade and that there would come a time when they were estranged
from each other. This is a common enough phenomenon, and gives
the “White-Haired Lament” episode profound social significance.

This well-known story is in essence very simple, and its repre-
sentations on the stage are generally restricted to the “lute” and “elope-
ment”’ theme. In this retelling of the story, I have fleshed it out with
authentic incidents from the history of the time. For instance, Sima
Xiangru’s service with the king of Liang and his return home upon
the king’s death, only to find his family ruined are taken from the
chapter on Sima Xiangru in the Records of the Historian. The his-
torical records make no mention of how the Sima family fortunes
came to decline, and so I have introduced the rascally steward Sun
Xi. Cheng Zheng, Zhuo Wangsun’s rival tycoon in Lingiong, is a
historical figure, and I have involved him closely with the fate of
Wenjun, to give more substance to the character of the heroine. For a
similar reason, I have linked Shunniang with Xiangru, but not in a
way that sullies the image of the latter.

The return home of Xiangru and Wenjun in glory, the routing
of their enemies, the remorse of Zhuo Wangsun and the family rec-
onciliation are not only faithful to the historical facts but also in ac-
cordance with the Chinese people’s esthetic tradition, and I have not
introduced any fantastic embellishments that would fall outside that
pattern. Indeed, according to both the Records of the Historian and
the History of the Han Dynasty, Xiangru and Wenjun did live hap-
pily ever after.



There are two other points I would like to mention. One is that
I have simplified the language of some of the original poems to make
them more accessible to the modern reader. The other is that the
nicknames bestowed on some of the characters as children, such as
“Puppy” for Xiangru and “Piggy” for Emperor Wu, are testified to in
the Records of the Historian. They are not my own invention.

Xu Fei
Classical Records Collation and Research Office,
Yancheng Normal College
June 10, 2003
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