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Introduction

The Peony Pavilion, or The Return of the Soul at the Peony
Pavilion in full written by Tang Xianzu, a famous playwright of
the Ming Dynasty, is another love story that enjoys worldwide
popularity after Romance of the Western Chamber. Tang
Xianzu (1550—1616) was a native of Linchuan, Jiangxi.
As a man of integrity, he resolutely refused to become an
appendage to the bigwigs and resigned from office and
returned home at the age of forty-nine in 1598. In the fall of
the same year he wrote The Peony Pavilion.

The Peony Pavilion describes a young girl by the name
of Du Liniang who starts to have a longing for love at the
arousal of the love song from The Book of Songs, and sees
Liu Mengmei in her dream after visiting a garden in spring
and since then becomes lovesick and dies of lovesickness.
Three years later, while Liu Mengmei is passing by Du
Liniang’s tomb on his way to Lin’an to sit for the government
examination, the soul of Du Liniang shows up and the two
have a secret rendezvous. With the help of Liu Mengmei,
Du Liniang revives from death and they get married without
permission. After Du Liniang comes back to life, her father
Du Bao sees his daughter as an evil spirit and accuses Liu
Mengmei of robbing his daughter’s tomb. Du Liniang goes to



the imperial court to make an appeal. Liu Mengmei succeeds
in the government examination. At the imperial decree, Du
Bao gives approval to his daughter’'s marriage and the whole
family gets reunited.

Tang Xianzu believes pure-hearted love can go beyond life
and death. The love story of Du Liniang and Liu Mengmei is
no longer limited to the narrow meaning of fighting against
the dictates of parents and words of matchmakers. Instead
the story shows love can be so powerful that it can conquer
all and go beyond life and death. The author considers the
pursuit of free love as “emotion” and the feudal code of
ethics as “principle”. The Peony Pavilion reveals the conflict
between “emotion” and “principle” and the final victory of
“emotion” over “principle”.

Du Liniang, the heroine of the story, is the embodiment of
true love and sincere emotion. She is a young girl who loves
life, pursues freedom, and has the courage to revolt against
conventions. The most significant trait that features her
character is the firmness and obsession she evolves in the
course of her seeking true love. She dies of love and gets
reborn because of love. She never pulls back and continues to



fight until she gets ultimate victory regardless of the eeriness
and terror of the nether world, the peremptoriness and
indifference of her father or the forbidding nature of the imperial
court. This has been a great leap forward in comparison with
Cui Yingying from Romance of the Western Chamber who has
to count on Hongniang’s assistance at many points.

The other characters in the play also have clear-cut
personalities. The hero Liu Mengmei is both enthusiastic
about pursuing an official position and faithful to love which
is shown in that he is whole-heartedly devoted to Du Liniang.
The peremptoriness and obstinacy of Du Bao, the pedantry
of Chen Zuiliang, and the mischievousness of Chunxiang are
also vividly portrayed.

The artistic merit of The Peony Pavilion is outstanding too.
First, this play is permeated with a strong tint of romanticism.
Tang Xianzu employs romantic techniques in his writing. By
creating a series of intense fantastic plots like falling in love
in a dream, returning to life after death, getting married to a
ghost and etc., he warmly eulogizes the young couple’s strong
desire for pursuing free love and an ideal world. Secondly, in
characterization, he attaches a lot more importance to revealing



what's inside his characters’ hearts and exploring the subtle
and elaborate sentiments of the characters so as to create
characters through describing their mental activities. Every single
appearance on the stage of Du Liniang, every song and poem
she chants and every action she makes all bear rich mental
activities. Thirdly, the language of The Peony Pavilion is flowery
and beautiful, brimming with poetic charms and a far-reaching
artistic conception and leading the readers to endless aftertastes.
The whole play adopts the technique of writing lyrics to depict the
emotions of the figures as exemplified by the songs “Coy Steps”,
“A Black Robe” and etc. in the act “An Uninterrupted Dream”,
which are still very popular among people even today.

A historical document has it that “Soon after The Peony Pavilion
is presented on the stage, it starts to be sung in every family
and chanted in every house, almost overshadowing Romance
of the Western Chamber,” and striking an emotional accord
with a great number of young men and women. The Peony
Pavifion has remained popular on the stage for centuries. More
than that, the “Youth Version” kunqu opera The Peony Pavilion
adapted by Mr. Bai Xianyong in recent years in particular has
made the artistic charm of The Peony Pavilion enjoy an even
greater overwhelming popularity on the stage four hundred
years later.
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During the Southern Song Dynasty (1127—1279), there once lived a well-known
scholar in southwestern China by the name of Du Bao, a descendant of the great
Tang Dynasty poet Du Fu. Du Bao passed the advanced examinations and became
a successful candidate in the highest imperial examinations at the age of twenty
and had been in office for over thirty years. Three years ago, he was appointed as
the magistrate of Nan’an Prefecture, Jiangxi. He governed Nan’an benevolently
and incorruptibly and built up a good reputation among the people. His wife, nee

Zhen, was a direct lineage of Empress Zhen of the Wei Dynasty.

The couple respected each other like guests, but regrettably they had no son. They
only had one daughter named Liniang who was 16 years old. She was gifted and

graceful and not yet engaged.

Du Bao treasured his daughter as a pearl on the palm and set his mind to educate
her to be a fair lady of good and honest virtue. So he found an experienced and
prudent scholar to teach his daughter to read books everyday and explain to her

The Book of Songs.
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The family tutor whom Du Bao engaged for his daughter was called Chen Zuiliang,
an old xiucai who was well acquainted with The Four Books and The Five Classics.
Though he was well over sixty, he had not passed the provincial examinations, and

was rather pedantic.

Early one morning, Chen Zuiliang got to the family school. He waited and waited, but
Du Liniang did not show up. He rose to his feet and shouted, “Chunxiang, ask your
mistress to come for her lessons!” Soon Du Liniang, in fresh light make-up, strolled
into the reading room followed by her maid Chunxiang. Du Liniang greeted Chen
Zuiliang, saying, “Boundless happiness to my teacher!” Chen Zuiliang instructed her
with a grave face, “To be a lady, you must get up when the cock first crows and ask
after the health of your parents. At present your work is to study, and you must get up

early.” “'I won’t be late again,” replied Du Liniang at once.
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As he opened The Book of Songs, Chen Zuiliang asked, “Did you review the poem
we learned yesterday?” “Yes, I did,” answered Du Liniang. Chen Zuiliang started
to explain the poem “Guan Guan Water Bird”, saying, “The first line is ‘Guan guan
water bird, on the river isle.” Water bird is a bird, and guan guan is how it calls...”
Chunxiang was only thirteen years old and was very mischievous. At this, she
chipped in, “How does it call?”” Chen Zuiliang had to look up and imitate bird call.

Chunxiang clapped her hands and laughed aloud for joy.

Chen Zuiliang continued, “‘Fair and slender girl, man asks for a wife.” That is,
a quiet and gentle lady is waiting for a gentleman to come and beg for her favor
nicely.” Unable to understand what he was saying, Chunxiang couldn’t help asking,
“Why should he beg for her favor nicely?” Finding no fitting reply, Chen Zuiliang

said angrily, “You’re being too inquisitive!”
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