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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, 1 was
determined to find time to adapt the books for the 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 Fiangsu
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 Storics 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 I write a story from an ancient drama I stick to the original
plot and themes. The story is a different form of expression but Iabide 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 Peony
Pavilion, The Palace of Eternal Youth and The Peach Blossom Farn range
from 30,000 to 50,000 words. However, the New World Press askeed 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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ABour THE ORIGINAL PrLAy

The Palace of Eternal Youth

The Palace of Eternal Youth is an opera written by Hong Sheng.

Hong Sheng, a native of Qiantang in Zhejiang (Hangzhou today),
was born in 1645, two years after the downfall of the Ming Dynasty. He
died in 1704, the 43th year of the Kangxi period in the Qing Dynasty.

His family was well to do and he received a good education. He
composed poems when he was a child and was admitted to the Imperial
College in 1668. The following year he returned to Hangzhou, his native
place. It is not known why he parted from his parents and lived in poverty,
but in 1674 he returned to the capital and stayed there for ten years, selling
articles to make a living. He went back to Hangzhou in 1691 and became
poorer. He later traveled far and wide and died at Wu Town in western
Zhejiang in 1704 after falling into a river.

The downfall of the Ming Dynasty and his family circumstances
had great impact on his life and work as seen in the following lines,
“National mourning and an unfortunate family left me sleepless the whole
night.” To Hong Sheng national mourning meant the occupation of his
hometown by the Qing troops. The fact that two famous tutors, Mao
Xianshu and Lu Fanchao, who had taught him, died rather than take official
posts in the Qing Dynasty might have been a great influence on his work.
The family misfortune might refer to conflict between him and his parents,
the death of his daughter, or the treatment of his father who was banished
to Xinjiang after a false accusation. Hong Sheng was married at the age of
20 to a woman who was born one day after him; she was from an official
family. One year on the seventh night of the seventh moon the couple
enjoyed the moonlight together and Hong Sheng wrote a poem for the
occasion entitled The Seventh Night of the Seventh Moon. A year later
his wife followed her father and returned to the capital. Hong Sheng wrote
a poem about this called To My Wife. It contains the following lines: “A
hundred sorrows come to me in one day, and to whom shalil I tell of my



hesitation?” The sorrow of this separation had an obvious bearing on his
writing.

Hong Sheng was first known for his poems and he was a very
productive poet. One commentator, his grandfather on the maternal side,
thought his poems tended to be gloomy and sad but also noted something
stately about them. Another commentator said he distinguished himself
through his unrestrained and uninhibited styles. He is mainly known for
his operas of which he wrote over 40. Only two, The Palace of Eternal
Youth and The Four Fair Women still exist. Of the two The Palace of
Eternal Youth is said to be the more representative of his work.

A friend of Hong Sheng wrote in a preface to his own work (The
Collection of Tianlai), that Hong Sheng put more effort into The Palace
of Eternal Youth than his 40 other operas. This was true; he spent a dozen
years on it and re-wrote it twice. The first draft, called The Aloes Pavilion,
was completed about 1673-1675. A second draft, The Rainbow Garment
Dance, was written in Beijing but the opera was not finished until 1688.
This was The Palace of Eternal Youth. It won immediate popularity and
created a sensation in the literary world. In the summer of 1704, Zhang
Yunyi, Provincial Commander-in-Chief, and Cao Yin, Head of Silk
Manufacturing for the Imperial Palace in Southern China, each staged the
opera and enjoyed it with Hong Sheng.

The story of Li Longji and Yang Yuhuan is based on an old theme.
It was used by Bai Juyi in The Everlasting Sorrow, a poem written in the
Tang Dynasty, and it appears in Tales of the Everlasting Sorrow, a prose
poem written by Chen Hong. It is also found in more than ten literary
works dating back to the Song, Yuan and Ming dynasties. Rain on Plane
Trees was considered to be the best. Hong Sheng’s two later versions
reflect his impressions of the earlier works and his own treatment of the
motifs. In the preface he wrote that his aim was to exalt the love between
men and women. It contains such lines as, “Since ancient times, who
remained true in love? As long as they were firm, they would finally unite,”
and “To borrow the story of Taizhen is to describe love”. In the chapter on
the lover’s reunion he used lines from The Rainbow Garment Dance,
“Those who are close will understand it, and love will last forever’> Hong
Sheng’s work is about the love between Li Longji and Yang Yuhaan but
there are other aspects to it. It comments indirectly on the socdial and
political life of the time and touches on issues such as the misery caused
by the excesses of those in a position to enjoy luxury and pleasure, In this



respect it breaks the mold of stories based entirely on brilliant men and
beautiful women and adds a deeper meaning to the opera.

The love between Li Longji and Yang Yuhuan is more than simply
the love between an emperor and his imperial concubine. It comes close
to a concept of love which ordinary citizens gleaned from novels written
in the Song and Yuan dynasties. The desire to become husband and wife
in future lives after death, with the help of the Heavenly Emperor, has
parallels in the story of Du Liniang and Liu Mengmei in the opera The
Peony Pavilion, written by Tang Xianzhu in the Yuan Dynasty.

But the story of Li Longji and Yang Yuhuan retains elements of
traditional love stories of queens and kings. Excesses, luxury and over-
indulgence in pleasures led to tragedy as seen in the chapters on The Spring
Festival, The Sending of the Lichees and The Disk Dance. Privileged by
his relationship with the emperor, Yang Yuhuan’s brother took bribes,
dominated the government, and squandered the people’s money. People
lived in dire poverty and to please Yang Yuhuan there was a lichee tribute
which resulted in peasant’s crops being trampled. These were some of the
factors that led to the tragic end of their love. What the author meant is
clear, but he was constrained by the conventions of the time and arranged
a happy ending — a reunion in heaven because Yang Yuhuan had repented.
This is not convincing and is out of keeping with the rest of the opera.

Even with such shortcomings, The Palace of Eternal Youth is still
an artistic achievement and a literary work that shows high ideals. Since it
first appeared, the opera has been played in many parts of the country.
Extracts from The Pledge, The Secret Vow, The Alarm, Mawei Station,
Hearing the Bell and Mourning Before the Image are part of the classical
repertoire today. The complete opera has been translated into English,
French, Russian and Japanese and is cherished all over the world by those
who love operas. The English version, published by the Foreign Languages
Press and translated by Yang Xianyi and Gladys Yang in the 1950s, is
treasured by overseas readers. The book is an excellent introduction to
Chinese classical opera.
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