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Lady Precious Stream
An Old Chinese Play Done into English
According to Its Traditional Style






PREFACE

THE first thing 1 shall say of Lady Precious Stream is simply
this: I am not likely to forget the first time I read it.

That, no doubt, might be said of many books. But how of-
ten, when we remember a first reading , can we recall exactly
when and where and how it happened? There must be a peculiar-
ly vivid force in the recollection, if we can do that. Every one
knows how Hazlitt remembered reading the New Eloise: ‘It was
on the 10th of April 1798. .. at the inn of Llangollen, over a bot-
tle of sherry and a cold chicken. ’ Hazlitt had often enough dined
comfortably at an inn; but then—he was reading the New
Eloise. And how many times have I sat under the plum-trees in
that Herefordshire farm-house garden, talking or reading
through a sunny afternoon of July, and nothing remains of those
pleasant hours? But one afternoon remains and will long remain;
for then—1 was reading Lady Precious Stream. 1 could not keep
my delight to myself. Family and friends were there: nothing
would do but I must read the play aloud. That was a joyous
afternoon! The circumstances were ,of course, singulérly love-
ly. But that is not why I remember them. They accompany Lady

Precious Stream in my mind as Hazlitt’s sherry and cold chicken



4 LADY PRECIOUS STREAM

accompanied the New Eloise in his. That July afternoon was en-
chanted, and so abides in my memory. But the enchanter was
Mr. Hsiung.

It would have been the same anywhere. Who could resist so
amiable a magic? What sort of a spell it is that Mr. Hsiung can
cast on our occidental minds with his deft and undemonstrative
prose, the reader will feel as soon as he begins the play. The fact
that it is a play need not put anybody off. Whatever it may be in
the Chinese, Mr. Hsiung's English version of it can be read as
easily as a romance. But we must do our part; and as a mere pre-
liminary, in order to take what Mr. Hsiung has to give us, we
must allow him to pretend that we are in a theatre. There needs
no more; the spell is on us at once. The apparently ingenuous
ways of this theatre, the neglect of everything we call illusion
(really, no doubt, these represent a deep and strict artistic con-
vention—but that is nothing to us as readers), the mingling of
naive simplicity and stately ceremony, instantly captivate our
imaginations; and we accept without question the reason why the
Prime Minister wears a long black beard; it ‘indicates that he is
not the villain of the piece’, But all this, as I say, is mere pre-
liminary. The real force of Mr. Hsiung’s Chinese magic does not
lie in the delightful technique of his (for us) imaginary theatre:
it is in the lives—the minds, the manners, the speech—of the
people he shows us there: enchanted people, who confer their

enchantment on us. The moment when the spell is clinched
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comes, I think, when the Prime Minister Wang says:  To-day is
New Year’s Day. I want to celebrate it in some way. It looks as
if it is going to snow. I propose that we have a feast here in the
garden to enjoy the snow. > To enjoy the snow! There is the es-
sence of the spell Mr. Hsiung casts on our occidental minds;
these charming people of his have a secret, which we have not; it
is the secret of how to live. And that, while we are in this ro-
mance of their lives and fortunes, is what they confer on us. It is
not a fantastic unreality, this world in which Prime Ministers
celebrate New Year’s Day by feasting in the garden to enjoy the
snow. That would not happen in Downing Street; nevertheless,
this world of Mr. Hsiung’s, this world in which ¢ Precious
Stream’ is a young lady’s name, is a delicate and decorous real-
ity; and a profoundly human reality. Witness the ever-present
humour of it.

As with the large majority of its readers, with me Lady
Precious Stream can be nothing but a piece of literature written
(and wonderfully well written) in English. What it may be in
Chinese we have no notion; but surely a piece of literature there
too? Nothing of the sort. Mr. Hsiung professes to be no more
than a translator; and as such he has produced this exquisite
thing. And yet he assures me that no cultivated Chinese would
regard the original as worthy of the name of literature at all.
Lady Precious Stream represents the purely popular tradition of

dramatic art in China. It belongs, Mr. Hsiung candidly tells me,
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to the commercial theatre. Indeed, it is not properly a translation
of a play; it renders Mr. Hsiung’s conflation of several versions
of a famous dramatic theme, pretty old and of quite continuous
descent, of which each company that performs it has its own va-
riant: very much as the stories of Dr. Faustus or Mr. Punch
have varied according as they have been the property of one pup-
pet-show or another. Now this seems to me very remarkable.
We are reminded of the Japanese colour-prints: a plebeian a-
musement in their native home, an art of delicious refinement
when transported to Europe. But China is infinitely the superior
of Japan in aesthetic culture; and aesthetic culture is the measure
of civilization. Nothing, I think, could better indicate the nature
of Chinese civilization than the literary status which Lady Pre-
cious Stream , a piece of popular, commercial drama in China, at
once assumes when translated into English.

However, 1 must not forget that in these matters I am one
of the ignorant. How much we owe to Mr. Hsiung’s talent, and

Mr. Hsiung’s English, I do not know.

L ASCELLES ABERCROMBIE
BEDFORD COLLEGE
March 1934



