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PREFACE

The Romance of the Western Bower written by
Wang Shifu is the most important lyrical drama in the
history of Chinese literature. It is as well-known in
China as Shakespeare’s Romeo and Juliet in the West, yet
it was written about three hundred years earlier than
Shakespeare’s tragedy. Like the English play, it consists
of a narrative part written in prose and a lyrical part
written in verse. It is divided into five acts and twenty
scenes. Act One describes the first meeting in the temple
between the lovers, Zhang Gong, a young scholar, and
Cui Yingying, nineteen-year-old daughter of former
Prime Minister Cui. Act Two relates how Zhang saves
the temple from attack by bandits and Madame Cui
promises her daughter can marry Zhang, but she soon
goes back on her word. Act Three describes the lovers’
longing for each other. Act Four depicts their meeting in
Scene I. In Scene II, Madame Cui will not approve their
marriage unless Zhang wins honor in the civil service

examinations. Scene III depicts their parting when

!.%



Zhang leaves to attend the examinations in the capital.
Scene IV ends with a dream in which the lovers meet
again. The last Act describes their reunion.

As Jin Shengtan(1608—1661) said in the preface
to Romance, “Before reading Romance, one should read
the Book of Poetry (China’s earliest anthology of poetry
compiled in the 6th century BC), because there are
correlations between Romance and Book of Poetry”. For
instance, the first lyric in the Book of Poetry reads as

follows:

By riverside are cooing
A pair of turtledoves;
A good young man is wooing

A fair maiden he loves.

Water flows left and right
Of cresses here and there.
The youth yearns day and night

For the good maiden fair.

His yearning grows so strong,



He cannot fall asleep;
He tosses all night long,

So deep in love, so deep!

Now gather left and right
The cresses sweet and tender.
O lute, play music bright

For the fiancee so slender!

Feast friends at left and right
On cresses cooked tender;

O bells and drums, delight

The bride so sweet and slender!

If we compare this lyric with the parting scene in Act
Four, we shall find similarities as well as differences
between them, which shows the development of love
poetry from the 6th century BC to the 14th century AD.
In the lyric the young man seeing a pair of turtledoves
cooing by the riverside longs for his beloved. In Act
Four, Scene III, the heroine sings:

... Two lovebirds torn apart bewail. ...



Eastward the oriole and westward the swallow flies.
The lovebirds, the oriole and the swallow are symbols of
the lovers. She sings:

My tears would make the Yellow River overflow.

We see the heroine’s grief symbolized by the river,
depicted from a more subjective viewpoint, while in the
lyric the water flowing left and right of the cresses has
nothing to do with the yearning of the young man, and
we have only a simple description of the lover who cannot
fall asleep and tosses all night long. But in the parting
scene of Romance, the heroine has more intense feelings
and is not only unable to fall asleep but also afraid “to see
the curtained bed” for “Last night in warm embroidered
coverlet spring dwelt” Here we see that the tradition of
romantic love during the 14th century has developed from
twenty centuries before. As well, in Romance there is a

more picturial description of the lover who sits at table,

Slanting his head,
Knitting his brows, as if half-dead.
He dare not let his tears fall from his brimming eyes

For fear his grief be known.
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Seeing himself observed, he utters sighs,

Pretending to arrange his white silk gown.

In the passage cited from the Book of Poetry, the food is
only sweet cresses cooked tender; but in Act Four, Scene
III of Romance the food and wine “taste like muddy

water,” but

As mud the food is not so fine;

As water the wine is not so sweet.

In the former we find only an objective description; in the
latter, the subjective sentiment of the heroine at parting.
Here we see the poet of the Yuan dynasty(1271-—1368)
more skilled in his description of scenery and situation,
persons and things, thoughts and feelings.

Even in the description of the relationship, we may
compare a poem in the Book of Poetry with Act Four,
Scene I of Romance, see the differences between them
and find out how much progress has been made from
vague suggestion to more detailed description. First,

let us read the love story between a deer-killer and a



beautiful maiden in the Book of Poetry.

An antelope is killed
And wrapped in white afield.
A maid for love does long,

Tempted by a hunter strong.

He cuts down trees amain
And kills a deer again.
He sees the white-drest maid

As beautiful as jade.

“QOh, soft and slow, sweetheart!
Don’t tear my sash apart!”
The jade-like maid says, “Hark!

122

Do not let the dog bark

Here we see the hunter loves the maiden because she is
“beautiful as jade” and she loves him because he is strong
and skilled. The description of their love-making is
rather implicit and suggestive only by saying “Don’t tear

my sash apart!” and “Do not let the dog bark!” On the
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