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What Can I Do About It?
Prefaces I and II to The Western Chamber

Chin Shengtan
c. 1609-1661

3y,

Chin was a great commentator on Wang Shihfu's play 7he
Western Chamber. He was among the first to regard fiction
and drama as literature on a par with the classics. The two
prefaces were entitled “Lamentation over the Ancients”
and “A Gift to Posterity” respectively. I have tried to
preserve the conscious repetition of certain phrases as a

characteristic of Chin’s style.

Someone may ask me why I have undertaken to make a
commentary on The Western Chamber and publish it. I can only

say, “I hardly know myself. I just had to do it.”



Ages have passed since life began in the universe, and months
and years have whizzed by and vanished like a lightning flash
or dissolving clouds, or a passing hurricane or flowing water.

In this month and year, there is this temporary me which, too,
shall pass away like a lightning flash or dissolving clouds, or a
passing hurricane or lowing water. However, fortunately there
is for the present this me, which gives rise to the Aqucstion: How
is this present me going to employ its time? I have thought
about doing something, but the thought also occurs to me that
I do not know whether I shall be able to do it, and even if I do
it, that something which I shall have accomplished will also
pass away fikea lightning flash or dissolving clouds, or a passing
hurricane or flowing water. Now if [ wish to do something

and know beforehand that that which I do will pass away, will
not then what I do be in vain? Thus one lands in the hopeless
dilemma between wishing to do something by the present me
and knowing that what I do shall pass away presently. Wehat

indeed can I do about it?



Did not the ancients also know this? Countless ancient people
stood and sat at this spot where I am standing or sitting now.
Did they not know secretly that one day they would be gone
and someone clse would be here to take their place? They knew

that theyiéguld do nothing about it, accepted it, and kept quiet.

I therefore cannot help a feeling of dissatisfaction with the
thoughtlessness of the universe. I never begged to come into
this life. I should have been either given this life to live forever,
or not at all. For no reason I came into this life. For no reason
that which came into this life became me, and for no reason

the me which came into this life is not made to live forever,

and is furthermore endowed with a feeling and a consciousness
to regret it. Alas! I do not know where the immortals live and
whether they can come back to life. But even if [ knew where
they lived and they could come back to life, would they not join

me in this lamentation over the universe?



I suspect that the ancients knew this well, and furthermore,
being more intelligent than myself, they knew that the universe
was not really thoughtless, but that the universe, too, could

do nothing about it. For if there was to be no life, there would
not be this universe; but since there is this universe, there has
to be life. That is perfectly true, but it would be unfair to say
that because the universe gives life, therefore it made a decision
to bring this particular me into life. For the universe simply
gives life to all creation and is unaware of whom or what it has
created, and the creatures cannot know each what or who it is.
If one is sure that that which lives today is me, then it is equally
sure that that which will be born tomorrow will be not-me. At
the same time, the not-me which will be born tomorrow will
regard itself as veritably me. This should puzzle the universe

itself, and we cannot know who is to blame.

Now if the universe never deliberately brought me to life:but
gave life to something which happens to be me, then all 1

can do will be just to follow along, Since the universe never



considered giving life to this me, then all this me can do will
be to let it pass like a lightning flash or dissolving clouds, or a
passing hurricane or flowing water. And as one can do nothing
about one’s coming and going, one can also do nothing about
this shor?i%terval when the temporary me exists except to

find temporary diversions to occupy one’s time where real
diversions are difficult to find. One way would be to till a farm
and live in retirement, like Chuko Liang before he was called
to power. Another way would be to live like Chuko Liang after
he was called to power, and attend to a thousand duties and
responsibilities to the neglect of one’s meals until one died.
Both ways would do. Another way would be to suffer from
hunger and cold and pray for a better future life; another, to

be married to a princess and be a power at court, and live in a
riot of luxuries and entertainments, with swarms of servants;
another, to eat one bowl of meager congee a.day and sleep under
a tree in snow and ice, and give 48,000 sermons on salvation
and save life in countless numbers like the sand of the Ganges.

All these would do as occupations to fill the interval of time.



Then one thinks as follows. It is true enough that that which
was born before me was not-me, and that which will be born
after me will also be not-me. Therefore that which exists now
and is regarded as me may not be really me. If that which is me
is not really me, then I should not bother to wonder what to do
about it, but equally there is no reason why I should not wonder
what to do about it. One may still hope that the me is real and
therefore I should not waste its time. On the other hand, if one
knows that the me is not really me, why should one not let it
waste, and waste completely, its time? For it is the not-me which
wastes its own time, and not me who wastes it. Then one may
further completely waste time by thinking that this time should
not be wasted, but should be carefully harnessed and utilized

to some good purpose. But even then, it may be the not-me
which completely wastes its own time by thinking not to waste
it. One may go so far as to concentrate one’s energies to create
something worth while which may last to eternity and whas
completely waste the completely wasted time. However, the

complete wasting of the completely wasted time will be done by




not-me and not by me. If so, one can very well, too, let me waste
the time of the not-me. I can squander the energies of not-me
for my own pleasure. I can regard the left hand of not-me as my
left hanc! and rap the belly of not-me, or regard the right hand
of novme s my own right hand and finger the beard of not-me.
One can do all these things. When the not-me writes a poem, I
can sing it. When the not-me sings, I can listen. When the not-
me listens, I can dance for joy. And when the not-me dances for

joy. I can rejoice over my immortal fame.

Now we do not know what the objects are which are before me
and which we call an inkstone, a pen, a piece of paper, but since
they go by those names, we will call these things by their usual
names. We do not know what is a hand or a thought, but we,
too, will call the hand and the thought by these names. We call
this place by the window “here” and this present time “today.”
And so they stand for “here” and “today” for me. As I write, a
bee flies into my window and an ant crawls along the balcony.

The ant and the bee are enjoying their present temporary life



even as [ am enjoying my temporary existence. When I become
an “ancient one,” so too will the ant and the bee become an
“ancient bee” and an “ancient ant.” What mystery and what joy
that I should be living today at this hour by this place before
this window with pen, inkstone, and paper spread before me,
while my mind thinks and my hand writes in the company of
the present bee and the present ant!"" My readers born after me
will never know that there is an ant and a bee at this moment
when I am writing. But if the readers after me cannot know
about this ant and this bee when I am writing, then such readers
do not really know about me. But I know about my readers in
the future. They who will read this piece of composition as a
temporary occupation or even without thought of a temporary
occupation will be doing so because they don’t know what

to do about it, seeing that life passes like a lightning flash or

dissolving clouds, or a passing hurricane or flowing water.

D

[1] This is Zen.



I have therefore come to realize that wasting one’s time is
one way of occupying it, not wasting time is also another
way of occupying it, and not to mind going on wasting time
even knowing that it is a waste of time is also another way of
i, .
occupying it. I have so labored on this book because I want
these commentaries to be superb, and I want them to be
superb because I have dared. I have dared because I have well
understood life. I have well understood life, and therefore I can
do what I naturally want to do. To do what I naturally want to
do is also a way of occupying time. I have no time to consider
whether my future readers know or do not know about me.
Alas! in the same way, [ wish to lament over the ancients who
were more intelligent than myself, but I cannot know who
they were! I have therefore labored over the commentary and
published it as a form of lamentation over the ancients. This
lamentation over the ancients is not really for the ancients, but

just another way of occupying time.



