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FOREWORD

Love is an eternal theme. Since ancient times the arts the world over
have sung its praises and love stories make up a vast body of literature.
Many of them are excellent, portraying spirited and worthy characters,
lofty ideals, and the love shared by men and women. They allow readers
to renew their souls, lift their spirits and appreciate the meaning and value
of life. Readers are inspired to lead a more fulfiling life. At the same time
a love story must be influenced by the author’s life and environment, his
economic circumstances, the existing political and social system, his
philosophical and cultural background and moral concepts. Reading love
stories acquaints readers with such external factors and helps them to
realize their significance, thus promoting changes in society and progress.
Hence reading and reviewing good love stories is most important.

Ms. Zhou Kuijie and Ms. Zhang Minjie of the New World Press
have asked me to adapt the traditional love dramas The Peony Pavilion,
The Palace of Eternal Youth and The Peach Blossom Fan, whose English-
Chinese editions are to be published. In the 1980s, Ms. Zhou Kuijie, who
worked for the Foreign Languages Press, caught sight of my book The
Collection of Zaju Stories of the Yuan Dynasty (zaju is a poetic drama set
to music, a form that flourished in the Yuan Dynasty) written under my
pen name. She liked it and thought that it should be introduced to readers
overseas. She contacted me through Mr. Wang Yuanhong of the Jiangsu
People’s Publishing House. Thanks to the efforts of Ms. Zhou Kuijie, Mr.
Chen Yousheng and Ms. Yang Chunyan, the English edition of this book
was published at the end of 1997, and the French edition will be published
soon. After this collaboration, though I was busy, I was determined to
find time to adapt the books for New World Press.

In the 1950s when I taught ancient literature at a university I started
writing ancient Chinese dramas as stories. With few teaching materials, I
found it especially difficult to lecture on ancient stories and dramas. I had
to briefly introduce each drama to students who knew nothing about them.
The experience made me decide to rewrite the dramas as short stories or



medium-length stories for my students. In the early 1980s Mr. Wang
Yuanhong thought these stories should be published. The collections, zaju
stories of the Yuan (1279-1368), Ming (1368-1644) and Qing (1644-1911)
were published in 1983, 1987 and 1988, a total of 700,000 words. In the
summer of 1995, Mr. Liu Yongjian, deputy editor-in-chief of the Jiangsu
People’s Publishing House suggested to Mr. Wang Yuanhong that the
legends that I had put aside be published. After several discussions with
the publishing house, The Collection of the Chinese Opera Stories which
included some stories based on zaju, The Story of the Lute, The Peony
Pavilion, The Palace of Eternal Youth, and The Peach Blossom Fan was
published.

When 1 write a story from an ancient drama I stick to the original
plot and themes. The story is a different form of expression but I abide by
the artistic rules and follow designated aesthetic standards. Re-writing
dramas as stories is a creative process although it may appear simple.

The original versions that I adapted from the dramas The Pegny
FPavilion, The Palace of Eternal Youth and The Peach Blossom Fan range
from 30,000 to 50,000 words. However, the New World Press asked that
each story be about 80,000 words, and include several chapters, each with
a subtitle. After careful consideration I decided to rewrite the stories from
the original drama rather than extend the adapted versions. I chose this
method because the extra length meant that I had to reconsider the form
of the stories, re-evaluate their plots and roles. I am not sure if this new
version is satisfactory and sincerely welcome comments or suggestions
from readers.

Written on August 9, 1998
at the foot of the Qingliang Mountain
by the Stone City
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ABout THE ORIGINAL PrAy
The Peach Blossom Fan

Kong Shangren (style name of Pinzhi), the author of The Peach
Blossom Fan, was born in Qufu, Shandong Province, in 1648. He died in
1718.

A grandson of Confucius (64 times removed), Kong Shangren came
from a landowning and intellectual family. In 1667 he passed the county
examination to earn the title of xiucai*. and enrolled in the Imperial
Academy in 1681. During an inspection tour of south China, Emperor
Xuan Ye of the Qing Dynasty traveled to Qufu to make sacrifices to
Confucius, the Great Master. Kong Shangren was chosen to give a lecture
on Confucianism to the emperor and was appraised. The following year
he went to the capital and became a master of the Imperial Academy.

In 1686 Kong Shangren took part in a conservancy project at the
mouth of the Yangtze River and he spent three years in Yangzhou where
he met many adherents of the former Ming Dynasty, survivors of the great
upheaval during dynastic change. Through activities such as ascending
the Meihua Mountain and visiting the grave containing the dress of Shi
Kefa, Kong Shangren gathered raw material for his drama The Peach
Blossom Fan. He also went to Nanjing where he visited the Ming imperial
palace, the Emperor Xiaozong’s Mausoleum of the Ming Dynasty, Qinhuai
River, Sanshan Street, etc. He made a special trip to the Baiyun Temnple on
Qixia Mountain, where he met Zhang Yi, a Taoist priest, who was formerly
a commanding officer during the Ming Dynasty.

Kong Shangren started to write The Peach Blossom Fan before he
became an official. He continued writing when he was in Yangzhou and
Zhaoyang (now Xinghua, Jiangsu Province). It took him over ten years to
complete the famous romance. Having revised it three times, he finished

*Xiucai means one who passed the imperial examination at county level in the Ming
and Qing dynasties.



itin June 1699.

After its publication, Kong Shangren assumed office as a vice-
director of the Ministry of Revenue in March 1700, but was dismissed
from office soon after. No reason was recorded for the dismissal. In the
winter of 1702 he returned home from Beijing. He toured Shanxi, Hubei
and Huaiyang, and then returned to Qufu, where he died at his home.

Kong Shangren also wrote many poems and prose works. But only
The Peach Blossom Fan won him great renown and was his greatest work.

The play, ostensibly a love story, outlines the history of the downfall
of Emperor Zhu Yousong of the Ming Dynasty in south China. The
principal characters are Hou Chaozong and Li Xiangjun. Hou was a man
of letters and Li an educated and famous prostitute. The separation and
reunion of the lovers allowed the author to dwell on emotions associated
with the rise and fall of a dynasty. The drama is set in the period 1643 to
1645.

In 1643 Li Zicheng, a leader of a peasant uprisings, invaded and
took Beijing resulting in the suicide of Emperor Chongzhen of the Ming
Dynasty on the Coal Hill, now Jingshan Park. In 1645 Emperor Shunzhi
of the Qing Dynasty issued an invitation soliciting opinions from hermits
and adherents of former regime. The play realistically reflects the complex
contradictions of this historic period, giving reasons for the downfall of
the empire and it serves as a lesson in history. This is what the author
means when he says: “It not only affects the audience with deep emotions.
It also makes them profit from the salvation of the state.”

The play specifically describes Emperor Zhu Yousong indulging in
wine and women and ignoring the business of state. Corrupt officials seize
power forcing honest officials and loyal state servants out of office.

The officials who hold sway, welcome the emperor to the throne
and, thinking that they have earned great merit, throw many into prison.
They resent critics and repress people with differing views. This leads to
the collapse of the empire. The author’s grasp of the circumstances gave
him the ability to reveal as much as possible of the true situation.

Kong Shangren lived in the Qing Dynasty, which replaced the Ming.
He was born into a landlord family. He would not have had a
comprehensive or objective view of history, nor would he have been able
to give a full account of the reasons for the collapse of the Ming or sum up
its fall,

Kong Shangren said that the fall of Ming was due to vagrants and



bandits. This view owes much to the attitudes at the time and his class
background. The author had formed an opinion of the Qing Dynasty but
he could hardly give it openly. He could, at best, imply.

Yet the social outcasts in the drama, such as Liu Jingting, Su
Kunsheng and Li Xiangjun were portrayed positively, as people with
integrity and a concern for the safety of the state; they showed courage in
the struggle against corrupt officials and gave support to a just cause;
they knew the difference between right and wrong. All this demonstrates
the author’s progressive thinking.

When The Peach Blossom Fan appeared in print in Beijing, it had a
great impact on society. It was read by princes and wealthy merchants
alike. Many copied the drama resulting in a huge increase in the price of
paper. It was reported that when Emperor Kang Xi of the Qing Dynasty
read the extracts on the court hearing and choosing beauties, he stamped
his feet, frowned and said that although Emperor Zhu Yousong did not
want to perish, he could not escape his fate. The Peach Blossom Fan had
great impact on readers.

As an artistic achievement, The Peach Blossom Fan is universally
proclaimed for its values, and its wholesome and orderly composition.
The verses are fluent and the dialogue polished, which gives life to the
characters. The play’s plot deserves attention. It does not have a
traditionally happy ending. The romance is a unique piece of writing with
a unique place in the history of Chinese drama. That is why Kong
Shangren’s reputation is similar to that of Hong Sheng, the author of The
Palace of Eternal Youth.

Hong Sheng is regarded as the best playwright in south China while
Kong Shangren is regarded as the best in the north.
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