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The story of Butterfly Lovers is a well-known tale in
China and has been passed down over the centuries ever since
the Eastern Jin Dynasty (317—420). Like Romeo and Juliet
to the westerners, the names of the two figures in the story
are so familiar to the Chinese that we usually simply refer to
this story as Liang Shanbo and Zhu Yingtai. From one
generation to the next, the story has been altered and new
plots have been added through the media of popular

storytelling and traditional opera.
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1. Going to School in Disguise
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Let us begin the story with the heroine—Zhu Yingtai,
who lived in Zhujia Village on the outskirts of Shangyu
County. Zhu Gongyuan, Zhu Yingtai’s father, was a rich man
in the village and everyone called him Master Zhu. Master

Zhu was nearly seventy and his wife was five years younger
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than he was. The elderly couple had eight sons, but they had
longed for a daughter with all their hearts. When their ninth
child turned out to be a baby girl, they were thrilled and
satisfied, naming her Zhu Yingtai, Ninth Sister. She was the
apple of her parents’ eye and always had her own way. Zhu
Yingtai had been born with a pair of bright and beautiful eyes,
paired with curved eyebrows. She was intelligent and pretty.
As a young girl, she would often follow her brothers to their
study. When her brothers were still struggling to recite the
poems, she had already learnt them by heart. Later when her
brothers had difficulty in composing essays, they would ask
her to write for them. Strangely enough, Zhu Yingtai had only
sat in on her brothers’ lessons but outperformed her brothers
and even earned the teacher’s praise. So everyone in her family

and in the village all had a great affection for her.
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With no sisters as company, Zhu Yingtai grew up with
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her brothers. Raised in a world peopled mainly by boys, she
developed a boyish side to her nature. She was especially fond
of dressing up like a man. Usually she was reluctant to do
needlework. When it came to study, however, she would
engage herself willingly and enthusiastically. Her mother
Madam Zhu was too affectionate to reproach her and just
laughed it away. Master Zhu had intended to scold her but
managed to restrain himself on the thought of his only precious

daughter.
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After the Qingming Festival, it was in the springtime and
the back yard livened up. The red peach blossoms and green
willow leaves, together with the fragrance of the flowers and
the twitters of birds brought by the spring breeze, made one
refreshed and joyful. This enchanting sight attracted Zhu
Yingtai, who was reading in her room. She took her

maidservant Yinxin outside into the garden for a walk.
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As soon as they got to the back yard, Zhu Yingtai went to
ride on the swings, which was her favorite. Yinxin was younger
than Zhu Yingtai and more active. She was attracted by some
butterflies around the flower beds and immediately let go of
her fan in hand and tried to catch the butterflies. The unwary
girl tripped in her pursuit and the butterflies went off. Seeing
this, Zhu Yintai came down from the swings and helped Yinxin
up. While the two were chatting and laughing, they heard
noises coming from the other side of the compound wall. They
ran over to the artificial hill to get a better view. By climbing
up it, they could see outside the wall several young scholars
with their pages' carrying luggage on their shoulders. From
their chat, Zhu Yingtai knew that they were heading for the
Hangzhou City where they would further study. Between
talking and laughing, the scholars left.

BB “MRTE ABHEEINEIES, AEXa

1. Pages were boy servants who usually serve in the study.
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The scene evoked Zhu Yintai’s desire which had been in
her mind for years. Since childhood, she had followed her
brothers and developed a yearning for study. In her eyes,
nothing in the world would be more intriguing than learning.
Disappointingly, as her brothers grew up, none of them was
willing to continue to study, so the teachers had all left their
house. Without teachers, she had no one to turn to when she
was going through the old books and had difficulty in
understanding. Therefore the idea of going out to seek

education had been haunting her lately.
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The considerate maidservant Yinxin had also been finding
ways to help her miss out. Finally she was given a clue that
there was a friend of Master Zhu named Zhou Shizhang, a
famous teacher. He was now teaching at Wansong Academy
of Classical Learning in Hangzhou. He had students from all
over the country and his reputation was known far and near.
A servant named Wangshun in the Zhu household had a
relative who opened a store in the area of Wansong and had
mentioned Zhou Shizhang when he was back in Shangyu.
The news had greatly excited Zhu Yingtai who had been
thinking about talking to her father about going to school in
Hangzhou. Now the scene of several scholars going to school
in Hangzhou affirmed her intention. She made up her mind to

tell her father her long-time wish right now.
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On hearing his daughter’s words, Master Zhu was
flabbergasted with his eyes bulging and two hands waved
frantically. He admonished, “Are you aware that it is much
easier to say than to do? Have you ever heard of girls going to
school? When Confucius' was teaching at the Xingtan
Pavilion®, he had three thousand students, none of whom was
female. Although Zhou Shizhang is one of my friends and his
knowledge deserves my admiration, I don't think he has the
nerve to enroll a girl as his student. My dear daughter, I will

let you have whatever you want, but not this thing.”

MARIMRBRESENR, ERENESHZRESE S0
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1. Conrucius was a thinker, politician and educator of the late Spring and
Autumn and Warring States periods (770-221 B.C.). He was also the
founder of the Confucian school.

2. The Xingta Pavilion was built in the Song Dynasty in memory of
Confucius. Back in those days Confucius sat right here and taught while
stroking the zither. His students would be gathered around him listening

to his lesson.
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Reasonable as Master Zhu was, Zhu Yingtai had well
prepared her reply. Smilingly and without hurry and bustle,
she gave her reasons, “What you said might be true, dad. But
there might also be faults in it. How can you be sure that there
was no girl student in disguise as a man among those three
thousand students? Can you find any written record on this?
Of course you can’t! Because people were not aware if there

was a girl disguising herself as a man. Can you catch me?”

TATHBE? IMEREBNRD T EZS, IBENER
8, BtE7Cih. —BHiIaEd, —KEBNEL, BEHSIIRIA
159

“Disguised as a man? You dress up like a man at home,
that’s all right if you think it’s funny. But going out dressing

like a man? It won’t work. You can’t fool anybody.”

TBARANTY ZJEBRERB T KRBIMBENLHIED, R
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“Of course 1 can. I have had things figured out. As long
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as you give me your permission, | can promise no one will

discover that [ am a girl. You needn’t worry about it at all.”

MANMNTIEIRR, HH8&, —EL 75T, BRI
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Zhu Yingtai pressed on and Master Zhu started to panic,
to the point that he did not know how to respond. Finally he
yelled, “Bullshit! How dare a little girl like you be so arrogant?
You know from the classics the ancient saying, ‘A girl without
ability is virtuous.” Education is a matter of man. You’d better

give up this silly idea as early as possible.”
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The saying of “A girl without ability is virtuous” upset
Zhu Yingtai. She had known about this saying and felt
offended each time she heard of it. Now that her father had
brought the matter up, she rebutted boldly, “This saying is
written in the classics but not necessarily right. And, withal,
there are records on women seeking education in the classics
as well. Why didn’t you mention them? Here is a case in The
Analects. Among ten capable persons who established the
Zhou Dynasty, there was a woman. She was Taini, the wife of
the King Zhouwen. If Taini had not read books, would she
have been equipped with the knowledge to run a country?
Ban Zhao of the Eastern Han Dynasty is another case in point.
She assisted her father Ban Biao and her brother Ban Gu in
compiling The History of the Han Dynasty. Wasn’t she
renowned for her great learning? So I came to the conclusion
that the saying of ‘A girl without ability is virtuous’ makes no

SenSe”
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When Master Zhu heard about this he had mixed feelings:
On the one hand, Master Zhu was pleased that his daughter
had grown intelligent and smart. On the other hand, he was
angry that she had developed such a resolute and fearless
character with which she could not be a good wife. If anything
should go wrong, he would lose his face. These thoughts put
him into a rage again, “Forget it. There’s nothing more to say.
In a word, the parents are in charge of the household matters.
It is only natural. If you want education, tomorrow I can hire
a teacher and teaéh you at home. But as for going to Hangzhou
in disguise as a man, it’s out of the question.” With these words,
Master Zhu swung his long sleeves and angrily went into the

back room.

Bl REWR MEES, NEZABN, RTOHERR
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Not having her father’s permission, Zhu Yingtai decided
to hold her ground. She neither ate nor went out after she
returned to her room. All day long she just lay in her bed

shedding tears.

19
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Thus Madam Zhu and Yinxin had to busy themselves in
taking care of Zhu Yingtai. Loving her dearest daughter,
Madam Zhu tried to persuade her husband for Zhu Yingtai,
saying “We are old and have only one daughter. We have been
lenient with her. Why not just let her have her way this time.
You must have known that no other teachers are better than
Mr Zhou in Hangzhou, didn’t you? Moreover, Yingtai has
been dressing up like a man since childhood and has fooled
many people. Do you remember that she went out to visit the
ancestors’ grave with us in disguise as a man on the Qingming
Festival two years ago? You heard people call her ‘little master’

on the way, too. Just let her go this time, will you?”
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