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AUTHOR’S FOREWORD

rofessor Andrew Plaks at Princeton University once remarked to a

Chinese reporter that Dream of the Red Chamber was a window to

understanding Chinese culture. The famous contemporary Chinese
writer Liu Xinwu wrote that while every Chinese college student knows about
Shakespeare, rarely does a western college student learn about Cao Xueqin,
and this saddened him. This contrast makes me think that something should
be done by both Chinese and Western scholars to correct this imbalance.

The author of the literary masterwork Dream of the Red Chamber, Cao
Xueqin is widely considered one of China’s greatest writers. While the
academic scholarship on Dream of the Red Chamber in China has come to be
known as Redology, and scholarly interest in Dream of the Red Chamber in the
West can be traced back to the 18" century, little has been known about the
novel’s author until recently mainly due to very limited official documents
about the author and his life and times. As a result, writing a brief biography
of Cao Xueqin, such as this one, can be quite challenging.

In the summer of 1964, the biography that I wrote on Cao Xueqin was
published in China. Since then, I have revised and expanded that book,
simply entitled Cao Xueqin, several times. Up to now, no other academic
biography of Cao Xueqin has been written. The edition of Cao Xuegin that
you are now reading is my third and is aimed at Western readers. 1 greatly
appreciate the work of four individuals enthusiastic about Sino-US cultural
exchanges (Ronald Gray, Mark Ferrara, Liangmei Bao & R, and Kyong
Sook Park) who made the translation of this book possible.

Dream of the Red Chamber is also known by the title Story of the Stone.
Although a physically inorganic substance, stone is imbued in traditional
Chinese lore with magic properties that allow it to think, communicate, and
even express emotions like human beings. Ancient Chinese history records the
story of a learned Buddhist monk, Zhu Daosheng, who was marginalized and
subsequently thrown out of the monastery by a group of powerful monks due
to his perceived lack of orthodoxy. He went by himself to the mountains, and
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finding no one to teach, he gave a lecture to a pile of stones. After the lecture,
Zhu asked: “Do you all understand Buddhist teaching now!” The stones
nodded with approval.

As absurd as this story sounds, one can find meaning in this tale when it
is carefully examined. At the beginning of Dream of the Red Chamber, the
unused stone is an analogy for the author himself. Left unused by the goddess
Niiwa when she repaired the sky, the stone was forgotten on a lonely
mountain for eons. This stone lamented his fate before finding a way to be
reborn into the human red dust world. Full of expectations of living an
enjoyable human life, the stone instead witnessed the suffering of 108
intelligent and beautiful women with great disappointment and grief.
Consequently, this stone came to extol the virtues of these ladies and the ugly
forces that led to the destruction of their truth, beauty, and kindness. Dream of
the Red Chamber is a tragic novel, and for this reason, in China Cao Xueqin is
most often compared to Shakespeare. Cao lived a life full of suffering and
hardship, and he wrote his great novel in grinding poverty that defies our
imagination. As one reads the pages of this biography, one cannot help but
admire this great novelist.

Finally, I should note that the Chinese name of the title of the novel
consists of three characters: Red hong £1, Chamber lou #, and Dream meng £.
Red Chamber together refers to the ancient dwelling of women from rich
families (as commoners’ houses were most often gray). Red refers to a fine
crimson color, and not to the more grotesque shade of red, while chamber
generally denotes a two-story dwelling.

Zhou Ruchang
June 18, 2008



EDITOR’S PREFACE

etween Noble and Humble: Cao Xueqin and Honglou meng is a translation

of the book Cao Xuegin Xin Zhuan & E T+ ¥i4E by the renowned

Chinese scholar Zhou Ruchang (Chou Ju<h’ang) i i& & . This
biography of Cao Xueqin (1724-1764), the author of the Qing dynasty novel
Honglou meng (Dream of the Red Chamber), was originally published in 1992 and
has gone through several Chinese editions.' While Western scholars have
extensively studied Honglou meng during the last 20 years,’ few books by
prominent Chinese experts on the work have been translated into English.
This is the second such translation to appear,’ and it is the first historical
biography of Cao Xueqin to be published in English.

Honglou meng is widely considered the greatest Chinese novel. Dore Levy
has written, “To appreciate its position in Chinese literature, we should
imagine a work with the critical cachet of James Joyce’s Ulysses and the popular
appeal of Margaret Mitchell’'s Gone With the Wind—and twice as long as the two
combined.”* The noted Princeton University sinologist Andrew Plaks has
observed that Dream of the Red Chamber “provides in one volume a summation
of the three-thousand year span of Chinese literary history.” For these reasons,
the novel belongs to a unique genre known as the encyclopedic narrative (a

! This translation is based on the 1992 edition published by Foreign Language Publishers in
Beijing. In 2003, this book formed the basis for a Chinese CCTV television series (& % JT°)
about Cao Xueqin’s life.

? For a bibliography of writings in English on the novel, see: “Bibliography of Selected English
Writings on Honglou meng: 1944-2004.” Tamkang Review 36:1-2 (2005): 271-294. This particular
issue of the Tamkang Review, edited by Mark Ferrara and Ronald Gray, features articles on
Honglou meng by noted experts.

3 The first was Reflections on Dream of the Red Chamber by Liu Zaifu (Cambria Press, 2008).

* Ideal and Actual in The Story of the Stone (Columbia UP, 1999), p. 1. Zhou Ruchang has
frequently compared the status of Cao Xueqin in China with that of Shakespeare in English
speaking countries, noting that English speakers feel about Shakespeare as Chinese do about
Cao Xueqin.

5 Archetype and Allegory in the Dream of the Red Chamber (Princeton UP, 1976), p. 11.
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work of fiction that is also a rich compendium of the central beliefs and
knowledge of a national culture), and it is comparable in scope and detail to
such major Western encyclopedic narratives as Dante’s Commedia, Rabelais’s
Gargantua and Pantagruel, Cervantes’s Don Quixote, Goethe’s Faust, and
Melville’s Moby Dick.

One of China’s foremost Honglou meng scholars, Zhou Ruchang® was
born in 1918 in Tianjin and is a graduate of the Department of Western
Languages and Literature at Yenching University. In 1947, Zhou found a book
of poems at a Beijing University library that contained important information
about Cao Xueqin’s life and penned a newspaper article about it. This article
caught the attention of the renowned Chinese scholar Hu Shi #i& (1891-
1962), who had written several highly influential papers on Honglou meng in
the 1920’s and was then President of Beijing University. Hu was so impressed
by Zhou that he lent him a rare and extremely valuable Jiaxu edition of the
novel to study.” Zhou Ruchang’s first book, the 654 page New Evidence on
Honglou meng (ZLAEHIE), appeared in 1953 and became a bestseller. It is
now considered a classic in Honglou meng studies.® The noted sinologist
Jonathan Spence has written that this “work is of such subtlety and meticulous
scholarship that it is hard to fault, and the material that he has collected is
invaluable.”® The famed literary historian C.T. Hsia noted that Zhou “has
deservedly earned the gratitude of all readers of the novel for the immense
amount of material on the Ts’ao family presented in this major work.”"

During the Cultural Revolution, Zhou published little as his manuscripts
were confiscated, and in 1969 he was sent to rural Hubei province for “re-
education.” Since then, Zhou has published over 60 books. His 2004 book,
Honglou duo mu hong ZL#3F H £ sold more than 200,000 copies. The same
year, he published a single collated version of the first 80 chapters of the novel,

® For an extensive biography of Zhou Ruchang, see Liang Guizhi’s Hongxue taidou
Zhouruchangzhuan honglow fengyu mengzhongren #1223} i By LB A R A (Lijiang
Publishers, 20006).

" In 2005, Zhou published Mr. Hu Shi and Me 3 55 #Hi& .4 (Lijiang Publishers), an account of
his relationship with the famous scholar.

% A 1,182 page expanded second edition of this book was published in 1976 by People’s
Literature Publishing House.

?TYKE, 119.

1 The Classic Chinese Novel: A Critical Introduction (Cornell UP, 1996), p. 365.
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Shi touji hui zhen (Fa k124 E), based upon a close study of 11 editions of
Honglou meng. He worked on that project for more than 50 years. This work
attempts to restore the original design of the novel and was published in 10
volumes."" Zhou is also an expert on Chinese calligraphy and poetry. Between
Noble and Humble is Zhou's favorite book, and it was written to introduce
Honglou meng to Western readers.

Hongxue 212 (Redology, the study of Honglou meng) has a long history in
China."? Ever since the novel’s publication in 1791, it has been the subject of
contentious discussion. Even today, the work is passionately debated in China,
and many books continue to appear on it. The mainland Honglou meng scholar
Liang Guizhi ¥2J3% in his book Dushang honglou (J_4I#%) has broadly
divided Hongxue into four schools: allegory or hidden meaning school, literary
thought, critical thought, and investigative studies.'> Zhou Ruchang belongs to
the investigative school, which argues that Dream of the Red Chamber was in
large part autobiographical. Other distinguished members of this school
include Hu Shi and Yu Pingbo #7°F{H (1900-1990), author of the ground
breaking 1954 study Researching Dream of the Red Chamber (£ 4% %5 HF 7).
While Zhou Ruchang has agreed with some of the tenets of this school, he
also differs in that what concerns him “is probably not the ‘autobiographical’
but the ‘biographical’—not how the fact that the author is the subject of his
own writing transforms the writing of the novel but, rather, what is
transmitted through the novel that actually happened to the author.”"*

Zhou’s major contributions to Hongxue lie in the massive historical
information he has uncovered regarding Cao Xueqin and his family. For
example, he brought to light a collateral branch of the Cao clan, information
regarding Cao Yin’s background, the nature of the relationship between Cao
Chan and Cao Yin, Cao Xueqin’s friendships, possible locations of the Cao

""'"This collated version was published in a 2-volume edition in 2006 by People Press. For a
selective bibliography of Zhou Ruchang’s writings, and a link to a list of his published books,
see the appendix.

"2 See Louise Edward’s Men and Women in Qing China: Gender in The Red Chamber Dream (U of
Hawai’i P, 2001) for a history of Hongxue.

* For an overview of Chinese redology, see Dun Zhijun’s “Thirty Years of Redology in the New
Era: 1978-2008" (i i 141 2% =1 -4 1978-2008), LU 4 F( 2 (2009) : 1-36.

"*Martin W. Huang, Literati and Self-Re/Presentation: Autobiographical Sensibility in the Eighteenth-
Century Chinese Novel (Stanford UP, 1995), p. 179.
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family’s houses in Beijing, and the real location of Prospect Garden in the
novel. He also helped to establish that the Caos were bondservants of Chinese
ancestry connected to the Manchu, and not Chinese, banner.

Zhou Ruchang is also wellknown for several controversial theories
regarding the writing of Honglou meng. Among these are his belief that the
famous commentator and editor of the novel, Zhiyan Zhai FEHR 75, was Cao
Xueqin’s cousin and second wife, as well as the prototype for the character Shi
Xiangyun (who Zhou thinks is Baoyu’s true love, not Lin Daiyu). He also
argues that Gao E %9 (17402-1815), a Palace scholar who edited the first
printed edition of Honglou meng in 1791, changed some of the first 80 chapters
and actually fabricated the last 40 chapters thereby turning the novel into a
sordid love triangle. Furthermore, Zhou posits that this forgery was
masterminded by the notorious Manchu official Heshen ¥ (1750-1799)
and that it had the support of the Qianlong emperor (1711-1799).

Zhou Ruchang also maintains that the novel originally consisted of 108
chapters (twelve sections of nine chapters each), not the 120-chapter version
printed by the Imperial Household Department Printing Office, and that the
story’s 108 female characters were intended by Cao to mirror the 108 heroes
in the celebrated Northern Song dynasty novel Outlaws of the Marsh (/K#F4%).
Zhou also contends that Cao Xueqin, in addition to being a great novelist and
poet, was also a philosopher who came up with a radical new theory regarding
good and evil based on ging 1%. More recently, Zhou has supported the
controversial novelist Liu Xinwu’s XIJ\02 i research concerning the character
Qin Keqing. Liu argues that she was in actuality a princess whose death in the
story leads to the Jia family decline.”” While Zhou does not always agree with
Liu’s claims, he does think that lively but responsible debate about the novel is
necessary for Hongxue to remain vibrant.

Zhou also holds an essentialist view of Chinese culture and believes that
Honglou meng provides a first-rate introduction to it. Consequently, in Between
Noble and Humble, he provides a complex overview of traditional Chinese
civilization in an attempt to historically and culturally contextualize Cao

'S Liu Xinwu's books include Liuxinwu Jiemi Hongloumeng (XI|:CouQ R4 A4S, People’s Press,
2005), Liuxinwu Jiemi Hongloumeng 11 XIJ.CoiliR L5 4S (People’s Press, 2005), and Liuxinwu
Jiemi Guben Hongloumeng % i A4 ¥ 45 (People’s Press, 2006). The last book contains Liu’s
speculations concerning the missing 28 chapters of the novel, and it was heavily influenced by
Zhou’s ideas.
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Xueqin’s life for Western readers. He is particularly interested in accurately
depicting the general historical context of Honglou meng, such as the nature of
the Imperial Household Department, the organization of the Manchu Eight
Banner system, the life of the literati, the problem of literary censorship, and
the ways in which imperial political succession struggles impacted upon the
Cao family.'® He also discusses the important role poetry played in Qing
society, the significance of Cao Xueqin’s illustrious ancestry, and the critical
part Red Inkstone played in the composition of the novel. The title for this
translation comes from chapter one of this book and was chosen because it
neatly describes the problematic status that Cao Xueqin occupied in Qing
society, as well as the identity problems this created (which is one of the major
themes of the work).

In Between Noble and Humble, Zhou’s writing style is eclectic, frequently
conversational, discursive, and at times strongly worded (especially regarding
the Yongzheng emperor). We have attempted to compensate by developing
narrative continuity while remaining true to his unique and personal way of
writing. Zhou also employs imaginative historical reconstruction for key parts
of Cao Xueqin's life.'"Because of page limitations, we have abridged this
translation yet we have endeavored to retain Zhou’s Ruchang’s central claims.
Editorial footnotes have been added for elaboration, as has emphasis on key
differences between his approach and that of mainstream Honglou meng
scholars (to show how his work complements current Western research, and
to provide short summaries of omitted sections and further readings in
English).

16 Zhou'’s historical approach largely fits the definition of traditional historicism in that he tries
“to establish relationships among the historical context in which the work was produced, the
work as an imaginative artifact, the reception of the work in its own world, and the significance
of the work for the reader today.” A Handbook of Literature, by C. Hugh Harmon and William
Harmon. Sixth Edition. (Macmillan, 1992), p. 230.

17 Zhou’s purpose in using imaginative recreation when writing about Cao’s life parallels that
employed by Norman Sherry in his biography of Graham Greene’s life. Sherry strove to recreate
“the total experience in a particular area at a particular time: to see and feel what Greene saw
and felt, trying to submerge and steep himself in his life. To the extent this can be done, we are
in a position to see what Greene saw, and more important, to have a sense of what he used and
what he discarded in his work” The Life of Graham Greene: 1955-1999. Volume Three. (Viking,
2004), p. xviii.
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As Honglou meng becomes more popular in the West, it is important that
Chinese voices also be heard in the English criticism on the novel. We
therefore hope that this translation will encourage others by reputed Chinese
Honglou meng scholars. In addition, there is a need for Western scholars to
take a more biographical and historical approach to Dream of the Red Chamber.
One new area of sinology that holds intriguing possibilities for doing so is the
New Qing History, which promises to shed light on the identity problems
encountered by Cao Xueqin and his family."®

Ronald Gray and Mark Ferrara, June 2009

'8 For overviews of Western Hongxue, see Lucian Miller's “The English Dream” Tamkang Review
36.1-2 (2005): 251-270 and Ronald Gray’s “Yingyu hongxue yanjiu zonglan” ZEiE 41 £ HFIL40
%, in Honglou meng Xuekan £L #5452 1] 5 (2007): 181-226. Zhou Ruchang expressed an interest
in this new historical approach in 2008.
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