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Foreword

The romance The Golden Boy and the Jade Maiden is a love
tragedy that has been handed down since the Ming Dynasty (1368 —
1644). Its author was Meng Chengshun, styled Ziruo. His hometown
was Shanyin (today’s Shaoxing, in Zhejiang Province), and the ex-
act dates of his birth and death are unknown, although his dramatic
creation was mainly accomplished during the Tianqi and Chongzhen
reign periods, towards the end of the Ming Dynasty. Apart from the
present work, Meng also wrote two other romances, The Story of
Zhenwen and The Story of Erxu, as well as six zaju or poetic dra-
mas, including The Peach Blossom Beauty. The Collection of Fa-
mous Dramas Ancient and Modern, which Meng edited, contains 56
plays from the Yuan and Ming dynasties, and was a valuable contri-
bution to the work of collating and publishing dramas of that period.

The story of the love between Wang Jiaoniang and Shen Chun,
which is the theme of The Golden Boy and the Jade Maiden, is an
ancient folk tale which has been passed down and appeared in over a
dozen versions in the form of novels or zaju. Meng Chengshun
elaborated and developed the story on the basis of those works when
he composed his romance.

In the latter part of the Ming Dynasty, the feudal ruling class
placed great stress on the ideology of Neo-Confucianism, which ad-
vocated “subordinating human desires to the Heavenly order. ” But the
images of Shen Chun and Jiaoniang represent in the ideological field



the budding of capitalism in the feudal economy, through their striv-
ing for liberation of the individual, which was an essential product of
that budding. Jiaoniang’s “soul mate” view of love and Shen Chun’s
view of life, which rejected honor and rank and stressed that a person
should follow his inclinations, were in opposition to the dominant
feudal ethics of that time, and represented a break from the orthodox
stress on utmost loyalty and filial piety, and the acquisition of titles
and honors.

The overall theme of The Golden Boy and the Jade Maiden, that
of advocating free choice of marriage partner, was influenced by the
romances The Romance of the Western Bower and The Peony Pavil-
ion. But in its depiction of the ideal hero and heroine, whose standard
for “free choice of marriage partner” is to “share a house during life
and a tomb after death,” The Golden Boy and the Jade Maiden is
much more progressive than The Romance of the Western Bower, in
which the standard 1s simply that the hero should be talented and the
heroine should be beautiful. And so, the former standard has a more
modern flavor, as it is built on a foundation of a common way of
thought. It expresses an enlightened democratic longing to take con-
trol of one’s own destiny by shaking off the fetters of feudal ethics.

In delineating the images of the two lovers as victims of feudal
ethics, the author shows their great courage in breaking out of the
restrictions of the traditional mores, and their rebellious spirit as they
pursue a beautiful love. Jiaoniang sincerely loves Shen Chun. She
pledges her love to him, and offers herself to him in marriage. By
doing so, she shows the typical yearning for love of a girl sequestered
in a boudoir in feudal times, and her contempt for feudal ethics, and
at the same time reveals the iron will beneath her soft and yielding
exterior. When her stern father breaks off her engagement to Shen
Chun, and the young man himself proves weak and vacillating, she
rounds on the latter fiercely, reminding him that since she is pledged



to him she is his forever, and “the only way I can repay your kindness
is by my death. ” This is a vivid illustration of how doggedly opposed
she is to feudal marriage concepts and how much she is committed to
constancy in love. When, despite all her resistance, she proves
powerless to change her fate, she consummates her struggle against
feudal ethics and her quest for true love by boldly accepting death.

The contradiction between love and worldly success is employed
by the author to deepen his characterization of Shen Chun. From an-
cient times, worldly success, or the gaining of honors and rank, had
been advocated by the feudal ruling class as the right — indeed, only
— way for a man to measure his social status. All desires and ambi-
tions were supposed to be channeled in this direction. In the early part
of the story, Shen Chun is a typical young Confucian scholar with his
sights firmly set on achieving success. But as soon as he sets eyes on
Jiaoniang, his calculating ambition flies out the window, thereby
showing the hollowness of the ideology of the ruling class, which falls
at the first blow when it comes into conflict with real human nature.
The trenchant satire here is skilfully applied. Shen Chun’s view of
love, which rejects worldly success, is in contrast to that of Master
Zhang Sheng, the hero in The Romance of the Western Bower
and Liu Mengmei, the hero in The Peony Pavilion, of which such
success is an integral part. It is a vigorous defiance of the doctrine of
“subordinating human desires to the Heavenly order” promoted by the
ruling class in the closing years of the Ming Dynasty, and reflects the
ongoing awakening of young intellectuals to objective knowledge to-
wards the end of the feudal period. In Shen Chun, we can get a
glimpse of Jia Baoyu, the protagonist of the classical novel A Dream
of Red Mansions, in embryo.

Of course, The Golden Boy and the Jade Maiden is not without
its flaws. There are still some backward and negative elements in the
characters of Shen Chun and Jiaoniang. Bound by the limitations of



their time, they cannot see the social roots of their frustrated love
affair; in ascribing their tragedy to the machinations of fate, they are
echoing the 1deological limitations of the author. When the lovers turn
into mandarin ducks (a symbol of constancy in love) after their
deaths, this is a metaphor for people’s beautiful aspirations. It is the
same literary device as is used in The Bride of Jiao Zhongqing , when
Jiao Zhongqing and Liu Lanzhi turn into birds, and in Liang Shanbo
and Zhu Yingtai, when Liang Shanbo and Zhu Yingtai turn into
butterflies. But this idea of lovers who are sundered during life but
united after death has had the negative effect of leading many young
men and women who were disappointed in love to suicide, hoping to
be together 1n the next world.

The techniques of characterization are different in novels and
drama. In the adaptation of the story, efforts have been made to re-
main as faithful as possible to the original theme and basic plot.
However, there are 50 old versions of the story, and most of them are
tediously wordy. Moreover, the characters and scenes change in a
bewildering fashion, and dialogs are rambling. So the time, place and
plot sequences have been arranged into ten chapters, using a more
accessible style of language. This has involved cutting out some minor
episodes which have little or no connection with the main story, and
adding details to make the development of the narrative more credible
and make the characters more distinct both in their actions and their
psychology.

We hope that we have made a contribution to the transmission of
classical Chinese drama. We are conscious that there may be short-
comings in this work, and sincerely hope that readers will point them
out and offer advice.
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