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FOREWORD

The Story of the Lute is a heart-rending tale rearranged by Gao Ming
of the Ming Dynasty, based on a folk legend and current as a Southern
Opera during the Song and Yuan dynasties. In the poem by the Song
Dynasty poet Lu You, there are the lines: “The setting sun shines on the
streets of Zhaojiazhuang Village / An old blind storyteller is reciting to the
accompaniment of a drum / The whole village is listening with rapt
attention/ To the tale of talented Cai.” This proves that the story of Cai
Bojie was already known in the Southern Song Dynasty, and was sung by
folk performers. According to the Miscellany of Zhu Yunming of the Ming
Dynasty, Records of Southern Ci* by Xu Wei and other works, A Woman
of Virtual and a Man of Talent was a popular part of the opera repertoire
during the Southern Song Dynasty. Moreover, the following lines occur
in the Yuan Dynasty poetic musical drama Lu Dongbin helps Iron Club
Li become immortal: “You should learn from the upright and chaste
Madame Zhao, who carried earth in her gauze skirt to build a grave mound.”
We can see from this that the story was widely known at that time. It
should be pointed out that in Southern Opera, Cai Bojie, like Chen Shimei
on today’s opera stage, was a treacherous person who cast away his wife
for the sake of riches and honor. But Gao Ming presents him as a person
who incites sympathy. The author reiterates “His father forces him to enter
the examinations,” “The emperor forces him to become an official” and
“The prime minister forces him to marry.” He thus stresses that Cai Bojie’s
difficulties are not of his own making. In addition, he changes the original
final episodes of A Horse Tramples Zhao Wuniang and Thunder Smites
Cai Bojie into A Family Honored, when a grand reunion concludes the
story. This shows the author’s aim of promoting “decency,” by softening
the original critical tone of the work. Nevertheless, by preserving the
original episodes of Cai Bojie Marries Against His Own Wishes and Zhao
Wuniang’s Tragic Marriage, he highlights the miserable lot of the masses

*Cli, a type of classical Chinese poetry.



of the common people who suffered natural and man-made calamities in
the era of feudalism, exposes the contradictions between the ordinary
people on the one hand and the court and nobility on the other, and extols
the unyielding loyalty and noble character of the honest and diligent Zhao
Wauniang.

The tortuous plots, crowded action, true-to-life characterization, and
series of climaxes such as Humble Victuals and Volunteering to Sample
the Medicine/all display vivid techniques and contribute to an artistic effect
which never fails to incite compassion) The original script is written in a
simple and straightforward style, and exudes a rich flavor of real life. In
this adaptation, we have tried to stay as far as possible faithful to the
original, while preserving its outstanding features. But, as there are a total
of 42 scenes in the opera script and there is a great deal of coming and
going of the characters, we have done some consolidation and
rearrangement, and reduced the material to ten chapters. In addition, we
have deleted some tediously lengthy descriptions as well as a very few
side plots and appropriate particular details in order to add authenticity,
enliven the characterization and promote ease of reading.

With the publication of this work we hope that we have made a
contribution to promoting interest in China’s classical opera. However,
owing to the limitations of the editorial staff, there are no doubt
imperfections in the work. We would be grateful for readers’ suggestions
for improvement.
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BRIEF INTRODUCTION

, (The Story of the Lute is a rare blossom in the garden of Chinese
{ classical operzy.{ It encapsulates the sterling qualities of the Chinese people,
\and resonates with life and unique national characteristics.

The heroine, the beautiful and faithful Zhao Wuniang, is given in
marriage to the strikingly handsome Cai Bojie, one of the outstanding
scholars of his time. The couple are blissfully happy, until Cai’s father
insists that he sit for the imperial examination to choose officials, and the
newlyweds are forced to make a tearful parting.

In the capital, Cai becomes the talk of the town when he comes top
of the list in the examination. Coming to the notice of Prime Minister Niu,
the latter compels him to marry his daughter, and keeps him in the capital
for six years. All this time Cai is pining for his true bride.

Meanwhile, Zhao Wuniang boldly takes over the burden of
household affairs. Unfortunately the region is stricken by a severe drought,
and during successive years of famine she has to pawn all her jewelry to
keep alive, until she is reduced to eating the chaff in the fields. The hardship
proves too much for her parents-in-law, who perish one after the other.
Zhao Wuniang, as the idiom has it, “sold her hair to buy a coffin” and
“carried earth for the grave mound in her skirt” to give the old couple a
decent burial. She then set off for the capital to seek her husband, carrying
portraits of her parents-in-law and suffering every kind of hardship as she
begged her way along the road. Her wifely devotion to her husband and
her filial piety towards her parents-in-law, as well as her constant and
faithful character moves the heart of the prime minister’s daughter. In the
end all three settle down as a family, and move back to Cai’s hometown,
where they live in faithfulness and harmony, and are held in great esteem.

"_This story still lives today in the hearts of the broad masses of the
Chinese people, because of its intricate plots, unaffected language, lively
characterization, and, above all, for its brilliant portrayal of Zhao Wuniang.
It is a touching drama of model artistry adorning the gallery of Chinese
literature. Because of its outstanding artistic attraction, The Story of the



Lute has been promoted as the par excellence example of Southern Opera.
As such it has had a wide-ranging and profound influence on the creation
of this genre, especially The Story of the Bramble Hairpin, which dates
from the early Ming Dynasty, and most of the works of Li Yu and Zhu
Suchen of the end of the Ming and beginning of the Qing dynasties, all of
which approach The Story of the Lute in artistic style. The Story of the
Lute was introduced to the outside world in 1841, when it was translated
into French, making it one of the first Chinese opera works to be translated
into a foreign language.
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CHAPTER ONE

An Ambitious Parent

During the Yongshou reign period of the Eastern Han Dynasty, a
young man named Cai Bojie lived in Caijiazhuang Village in Chenliu
County. He was twenty-three years old and was exceptionally intelligent
and talented. He was conversant with ail the classical writings and schools
of thought as well as history. As well as composing excellent poems, Cai
was skilled at the arts of music and calligraphy. On top of this, he had a
graceful bearing and was outstandingly handsome.

Cai’s father naturally doted on his comely and talented offspring.
He wanted with all his heart that his son should rise in the world, and in
due course marry the daughter of a high-ranking official, so that the family
fortunes would be exalted and honor reflected on the Cai ancestors. For
this reason, he was continually urging his son to go to the capital to take
the imperial examination. But Bojie was a man by nature imbued with
filial piety, and taking note of the fact that his parents were approaching
70 years of age and doddering, and obviously in the evening of their lives,
could not bear to desert them simply for the sake of an official’s robe.
Besides, he was an only child. Therefore, he was determined to devote
himself to the service of his parents in their declining years even if it meant
spending his life in toil and obscurity. Fortunately for him, his mother
was passionately fond of her son, and in her talks with her husband always
took Bojie’s side. The old man had no choice but to acquiesce. However,
fearing that if his son remained a bachelor all his life, no descendants
would be forthcoming to sacrifice to him after his death and keep his
spirit warm, after consultation with his spouse, chose a local girl named
Zhao Wuniang as a bride for Bojie.

Zhao Wuniang had lustrous skin. Her appearance was refined, and
she was of a gentle and virtuous nature. Moreover, she was acquainted
with literature and skilled in the arts of decorum, not to mention being
mistress of the womanly arts such as painting and embroidery. She had a



