CATHERINE SWATEK

Plum and Portrait: Feng Meng-lung’s Revision
of The Peony Pavilion

Feng Meng-lung /523658 (15741646} is remembered today as an auther
and editor of vernacular fiction, but in his lifetime he was better known for his
activities as an aficianado of the southern drama, particularly the Kun ch HERY
form, which was popular in his native Su-chou. Sixteen plays either written or
edited by him are extant, and portions of a manual of prosody are preserved in
Nan-t2’u hsin-p’u B 3a1 8 EE, an early-Ch’ing compilation that promoted the Su-
chou style.!

Feng’s method of writing plays was similar to his short story method. He
collected existing texts, edited them, and published the revised works either
* singly or in sets. Judging by the quality of the editions, his play-texts were in-
tended for connoisseurs and were produced for reading enjoyment. But in ad-
dition, they were intended as models of Kun ch’ written for performance.®

Feng took pride in his technical expertise at fitting text to song, Further-
more, in the published editions of his Kun b’ play-texts he consistently de-
scribed his editorial contribution using the word ting . (*“to set,” “to fix).3
Although his descriptions do not explain what it was in the original libretto that
needed “fixing,” we can determine it by comparing his versions with the origi-
nal ones. Such comparison is only rarely achievable in studies of his fiction,*
and it shows that Feng’s editorial intervention in most cases was substantial. He

! For Feng's plays, see Lu Shu-lun i, Fimg Meng-lung yen-chiv SEBERERA SR {Shanghai: Fu-
tan ta-hsiich ch®u-pan she, 1984), pp. 11424, and Parrick Hanan, The Chinerr Vernagular Story (Cam-
bridge: Hacvard U, 1981}, pp. 90-95. Fourteen of them have been published in Mo-fan ghai ting-
pem chuan-cii BB E A M#F (Peking: Hein-hua shu-tien, 1960; hereafter MHCCE). Cencerning
the manual, sce Ch'ien Nan-yang $E815, “Feng Meng-lung Ma-han chai wz'u-p'u chi-i” R
FE BT R B {, Chung-hua wen-shik lun-15"ung PRI LM 2 (1961), pp. 281-310.

* See the preface o his first play, Shuang-hsiung chi I, where Feng announces that he has
“gathered together several dozen [plays} and planfs] to issue them one by ane, to instruct the
specialist” Both play and preface can be found in MHCCC, vol. ¢; trans. Hanan, The Chingse
Vernacular Story, p. g1.

¢ Inincreasing order of severity of adaptation: ting-ting FT 3, keng-ting 5, hsiang-ting T2, and
&'uan-ting BUTE {according 1o a persanal ohservation made by Lu Shu-lun),

* His revisions of vernacular stories largely supplanted the earlier versions. He collected these
in three volumes: Yi-shih ming-pen Wit EEE Ching-shih t'ung-yen BHEH T | and Hying-shiht heng-yen
ER{tE ™. Two vernacular novels that e revised, Ping-pao chuen TT3K{H and Hiin Lisk-kus chih
TR, also supplanted earier versions, which survive only in rare editions. See Hanan, The
Chingse Vernacular Story, pp. 98119,

127



CATHERINE SWATEK

rewrote lyrics, sometimes whele arias, and made plot changes, even combining
different dramatic treatments of a story;?

An example is his revision sometime after 1625 of My-tan Uing $LFYE (The
Feony Pavilion) by T’ang Hsien-tsu 333570 (1550-1616), which he titled Feng-fiu
meng JBFREE (A Dream of Love).® T’ang’s play began circulating in 1568. It was
immediately acclaimed for the beauty of its language but criticized for musical
failings (some eritics pronounced it unsingable). By the time Feng revised M-
tan L'ing, its text had already been adapted for performance at least twice — in
one case by his mentor Shen Ching j15 {1553-1610), which suggests that the
play touched a nerve and engaged his critics beyond questions of performability
fper se7

Feng’s is the most extensive of the extant Ming revisions of Mu-tan Fing.
He not only cut T'ang’s libretto drastically (Feng-fiu meng contains 274 arias in
contrast to 403 in Mu-tan #’ing), but also rewrote freely {only 74 of the 274 arias
are retained as Tang Hsien-tsu wrote them). Thus it is remarkable to read
Feng’s preface to Feng-fiu meng, where he describes his editorial role in modest
terms. Comparing Mu-tan t'ing to a woman whose beauty is hidden under a
tayer of dirt, Feng announces his intention “to give her a bath in order to make
her beauty complete.”® The conceit suggests a desire on his part to preserve the
integrity and beauty of the original work, much as a restorer of paintings re-
moves the grime of centuries in an effort to preserve a masterpiece.

Herein lies my interest in Fmg-fiu meng: it claims our attention partly be-
cause of its umbilical refationship to one of the masterpieces of Ming drama. By
itself, Feng-fiu meng is a pedestrian work. But read alongside Mu-tan t'ing, it can

df't Igi:l.;\ PP gd?-gg,, wi:;cl; :istinguishes between plays that Feng adapted and those he “merely
edited ” According to u-lun’s notes for Feng’s pi igi 1
Feng edited v e or feng's plays, original versions for ten of the plays
5 Thave usg:l the facsimile of a Ming woodblock edn. of Feng-fin meng included in MHCCC, vol.
2, ,aJsc: founfi in I’{u-p_en hsi-ch’i 1s'ung-k'an wei-yizan hui HEBHETIEAE, eds, Ku-pen hsi-
cf i t5'ung-'an chu-chi ﬁ_?kﬁﬂﬂﬁﬁﬁﬂ]% {Shanghai: Shang-wu yin-shu-kuan, 1gs4). For Mu-tan
ting, 1 have used the _cdzuon in Ch'ien Nan-yang, comp., Tang Ham-tsu hri-ch’ chi I ERRE RS i 2
{1902; rpr. Sha.ngha.l:‘ Shang-hai ku-chi, 1978; hereafter MTT), vol. 1; see also Hisii Shuo-fang
ﬁ?ﬂﬁ a‘nd Yang I_-Ismo«-mm HREN, annots., Mic-tan g (Peking: Jen-min wen-hsiieh, 1g92),
Shen’s adaptation, entitled Tung-meng chi [RIMPAE (The Shared Dream), is no longer extant. An-
other made by Tang Mao-hsin & (/ 550~1620) can be found in his Lin-ch 'uan ssu-meng (|| FH 3K
(‘Aiﬂ.l‘ll;‘-ll 11;[3. woaodblock edn.; held in the National Central Library).
or Ming and Ch’ing revisions see Chou Yii-te FA®{#, “T*ang Hsj i i
) Ling ar " s t . g Hsien-tsu chi-tso te Min,
(f]{h‘mg kai-pen &gmﬂ:ﬂjﬂil?%{izﬁ&#ﬁ, Wen-fien ST 15 (1983), pp. 21~41; rpt. in his T’ang
s:m-tm Ew:lm? ﬁ,ﬁﬁﬂﬁﬁﬁl (Peking: Wen-hua i-shu ch’u-pan she, 1991}, pp. 239-52.
g S:gu(u, Ming bil::;:g kal:-pgn," pp- 27 and 31. Despite this drastic editing, Feng used the term
mg-tng (see n. 3 al on the first page of Fag-lin to describe his contributi i
Tan oo she et nane o mmg is contribution, and credited
** MHCCC, vol. 3, p. gb. This conceit was often used by Ming critics to refer to sloppily written plays.
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be used as a body of commentary, suggesting how the play was received by
T’ang’s contemporaries and what it was about it that unsettled some of its readers.

In his studies of Renaissance art, Leo Steinberg has argued the usefulness
for the critic of copies, even bad copies:

Where they depart from their models — provided these departures are
patently willful and not due to incompetence — they constitute a body of
criticisrn more telling than anything dreamt of in contemporaneous writ-
ing. The man who copies a painting looks harder, observes by the inch, and
where he refuses to follow his model, follows an alternative, usually critical
impulse. Few writers on art have the patience or the vocabulary to match
the involvement of a recalcitrant copyist. His alterations reveal how a closely
engaged contemporary regarded his model, what he admired or censured,
or chose to omit."

Steinberg goes on to point out that “in a strong design the detail is so inte-
grated that it is hard to unthink,” and that the “deviant renderings” of a copy
can help us to see the decisions that went into the original design. When we see
what a copyist misses {or leaves out), it helps us to notice what we otherwise
might not."

This kind of critical technique is relevant to a reading of Mu-tan tingin the
light of Feng-fiu meng. T’ang Hsien-tsu’s language is visual, marked by an intri-
cate and conceptually bold use of imagery. Through feng-fite meng we see clearly
that Feng was at pains to simplify and contain the effects of this language. Feng’s
efforts may not have been “patently willful” in Stetnberg’s sense — mare likely
his own ideas took hold in the process of rewriting — but he wrote with a differ-
ent paradigm of romantic drama in mind. It 15 this aspect of Feng’s response to
Mu-ian Uing that I wish to examine. I befieve that it was more a matter of aes-
thetic expression than reputedly careless prosody that divided T’ang from his
critics.

All four of T’ang’s plays explore the place of ¢ ing {& (emotion, passion)in
human life, although not all of them present it in a pasitive light. In Adu-tan t'ing,
T’ang treats the experience of youthful love in all of its intensity, and without
the pessimism found in his two later plays." I find that in Mu-fan ¢’ing romantic
passion (especially sensual attraction) is treated at times with humor and irrev-

" Leo Steinberg, “The Line of Fate in Michelangelo's Painting,” W. T. J. Mitchell, ed., The
Language of Images (Chicago: U of Chicago P, 198a), p. 85.

“ Thid. pp. 85 and 86.

**Nan-k’s chi FETIAL { The Nan-k's Dream), completed in 1600, and Han-tan ch BRENAC ( Ths Han-
tan Dream), completed in 1601,
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erence, but it is essentially a force for good, associated with creativity and the
life force. It is what invests its hero, Liu Meng-mei #I£24g, with whatever im-
portance he has this public expleits make him appear rather ridiculous), and it
is cruciat to the experience of the heroine, Tu Li-niang 1 B¥# «

The play divides into three segments. The first culminates in Li-niang’s
death and burial in scene 20. [t describes events that take place largely in a
natural setting (a garden), apart from the outside world, The focus of the sec-
ond segment of Mu-tan t'ing (scenes 21-3 5) remains fixed on this private world
{essentially Li-niang’s world, although her lover is drawn into it), Here Liu Meng-
mei comes to the place where Li-niang is buried, she is resurrected, and they
elope together. Then, beginning with scene 36, the action shifts to the public
sphere, as the lovers fee Nan-an [Fakog (Li-niang’s home), and rebels invade
from the north. Scenes 1-35 are unified structurally and thematically, whereas
scenes 36-55 mark a shift of direction and emphasis.

I examine in some detail two motifs from Li-niang’s garden world. Both
involve the use of figures that metaphorically represent one {or in some cases
both) of the play’s central characters. The first of these is 2 plum tree, which
makes its appearance in scene 12, “Pursuing the Dream.”" From the moment it
suddenly appears before Li-niang it is clear that this is no ordinary tree. The
amount of attention devoted to it, at the end of one of the play’s longest scenes,
alerts us to this fact. In some sense it represents Li-niang’s mysterious dream
lover, but its attributes furnish few reliable clues.

Chinese poetry often celebrated the plum blossom. Blooming early in the
year, in the cold of winter, plum trees were admired for their fortitude and
endurance, and their blossoms for their fragile beauty. The latter qualities were
the plum’s feminized actributes, while the tree’s ruggedness and vitality were
masculine." The sensual elegance of plum blossoms was depicted in art, and in
Sung times its white flowers and subtle fragrance were especially admired. As

* €. T Hsia discusses four of Tang’s plays in “Time and the Human Condition in the Plays of
T*ang Hsien-tsu,” Wm. Theodare de Bary, ed., Self and Society in Ming Thought (New York: Columbia
UP, 1970}, pp. 249-go. Li Wai-yee discusses Tang’s complex treatment of ch'ing in Mu-tan ting, 3
“double perspective” of intense attachment {in the dreamworld) and detachment (effected through
comedy), Enchantment and Disenchantment: Love and Rision in Chinese Litzrature {Princeton: Princeton
UE, t993), pp. §0-64, esp. 54, 58, and fi3.

s Translations of Mu-ta ting are based on Cyril Birch, trans., The Peony Pavilion {Bloomington:
Indiana U, 198a; hereafter MTT/ Birch}. I have modified in some places to reflect the syntax of
the original verse, and in other places to bring out aspects of T°ang’s language that serve my
argument. Translations from Fing-fiv meng (hereafier FLM) are my own. | am gratefial to Chou
Wan-yao of the University of British Columbia for commenting on my translations.

*® For a discussion of the Aowering plum in Chinese poetry and art, see Maggic Bickford, ed.,
Bones of Jads, Soul of Iee: The Flowering Plim in Chingse Art {New Haven: Yale U. Art Gallery, 1985,
esp. pp. 18-26 for masculine and feminine atributes. See also Hans H. Frankel, “The Plum Tree
in Chinese Poetry,” dsatische Studien & {1a52), pp. 88-115.
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early as the Southern Dynasties these qualities came to be identified with Con-
fuctan virtues of chaste isolation and plain elegance in wormen and moral recti-
tude in men."” The plum’s austere beauty was contrasted with the showy (and
some felt vulgar) spiendor of the peony.'® In Mu-tan t'ing the plum rather than
the peony of the title is a vehicle for the depiction of love’s longing and fulfillment.
When we examine T ang’s use of it, we discover that he enhanced its sensual
qualities while remaining faithful to its primary significance, as a symbol of the
vigoreus and restorative powers of nature.

The second motif is the self-portrait that Li-niang paints in scene 14, “The
Portrait.” It is an emblem of the heroine, and is readily seen as a conventional
element of the southern drama.” Thus its use by T’ang as a symbolic device is
less remarkable than his introductien of the plum tree two scenes earlier. How-
ever, the symbolic use is original, and warrants an examination. Ultimately,
Feng altered the two motifs. My conclusion considers how Feng’s simplification
distorted T"ang’s ideas and discusses the differences between the two playwrights
in the context of the late-Ming reception of Mu-tan ting.

THE PLUM TREE

In scene 10 of Mu-tan t'ing, “The Interrupted Dream,” Tu Li-niang takes a
springtime stroll with her maid, Ch’un-hsiang #HF, in the targe, yet mysteri-
ously empty, garden outside her bedchamber. Her ennui is disturbed by the
burgeoning, half-witd beauty of the place, and after returning to her room she
falls asleep. She dreams of a young man with a willow branch in his hand. He
declares his love in an ardent song before carrying her to a mound of weathered
T ai-hu rocks. Their lovemaking, which takes place offstage, is witnessed by a
Flower God, who describes it in the scene’s climactic aria. The lovers reenter,
and the young man takes his leave. To conclude the scene, Li-niang is soon
awakened by her mother, who chides her for napping in midday.

Two scenes later Li-niang returns to the garden, drawn by the memory of
her dream. She comes to a place very like the one in her dream: a T"ai-hu
rockery with an enclosed bed of peounies. She struggles with the power of her
emotions, and the apparent unreality of the experience that has stirred them.
Who, after all, was her lover, and what is the nature of their bond? Is her expe-
rience of him to remain a dream? When, il ever, will he come to her? In this
scene’s climactic sequence Li-niang struggles to reconcile the expectations

7 Frankel, “Plum Tree,” pp. 102 and 113; Bickford, Flowering Plum, pp. 19-73, 24-125.
* Ihid., pp. 20, 3243, and 40.

* Stephen H. West, “Drama,” in William H. Nienhauser, Jt, ed., The {ndiana Companion to
Traditimal Chinese Literature (Bloomington: Indiana P, 1586, p. 20.
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aroused by her dream with the reality of her sheltered life. Highly susceptible to
her dream’s remembered pleasures, she soon surrenders to them, this time
through the power of her imagination.

The rockery and enclosure of peonies, which figure prominently in both
Scenes, are a natural setting that reappears at key moments of the play. They
are also a symbolic landscape, a fopos associated with Li-niang’s initiation into
love, her death, and her revival at Liu Meng-mei's hands. In scene 10 the rackery
is part of Li-niang’s dream — the place to which her mysterious lover carries
her, while in scene (2 it is an actual place, a deserted corner of the garden to
which she is drawn, and where she recalls her experience of love.

It is at this moment, as her reverie ends, that Li-niang suddenly notices a
large tree, which appears as if out of nowhere. The tree is remarkable both for
the suddenness of its appearance and for Li-niang’s description of it;

Li-niang: Why! In a place where no one comes, suddenly I find a great
plum tree, with lovely thick clusters of fruit (L) I, #E A 7 i, B Mgh
—R BTEETE.

RRVMEES % How can its hidden fragrance spread so clear,
REMERIEZ Isshadelike a parasol reach full round?

1 Thriving,
fi#2IE & = FATAE Thriving in this third month of spring
RYfER “when rich rains split the red buds open,”
ERH Its leaves shine green,
FHEL(Z5M Yt bursting within its round fruit
=4 1s a bitter heart,®
BHEER Cherishing this daytime shade,

EHBIIRIFES Let me find again a dream of Lo-fu.®

Isolated in a desolate corner of the garden, the tree elicits a complicated
response from Li-niang Its sudden appearance as her dream fades suggests that
it embodies the dream lover* Its verdant foliage and ripening fruit, which con-

* There is a pun on 1= (jen, seed), whose homophone {fn, A} refers to Li-niang. Hsit, Mu-tan
¥ing (scene 12, n. 40), paraphrases: “I lament that the plums form their round fruit in the face of
my bitterness.” My translation, adapted from Birch’s, suggests correspondence between the plum’s
seed and Li-niang Lu Shu-lun proposed (personal communication) that bitter seed, or bitter heart
E1{_, intimates Li-niang’s death. Above, “red buds” do not refer to plum blossoms.

* MTT 12, pp. 2Bo~81; MTT/ Birch, p. 6o. The allusion is to the story of 4 man whe encoun-
tered a beauty on Mount Lo-fus and drank wine with her. He fell asleep, and awoke to find himself
beneath a flowering plum tree. See Frankel, “Plum Tree,” PP 107-10.

* This is its sense in the Ming vernacular source, “Tu Li-niang mu-se huan-hun.” This Story is
discussed in Hsia, “Plays of T’ang Hsien-tsu,” p. 286, n. 52. One of two extant versians of itis in
Hst Fu-ming %% kB, comp., Mu-tan Ving yen-chin tzu-tiao £'ao-shik Eampt THESESTE S | {Shang-
hai: Shang-hai ku-chi, 1987; herealter MTTTI), pp. 12-19.
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trast sharply in Li-niang’s mind with the cold loneliness of the garden sctting,
suggest vital and procreative forces of nature with which her lover has become
identified, and the tree’s deep shade associates it with the world of her dream.
But the tree’s imagery has more than one frame of reference. It evokes the male
lover (real or imagined) and also reveals Li-niang’s state of mind about herself,
In particular, the female associations of the plum are conveyed in the image of
the bitter seed bursting from within the fruit. The fruit is Li-niang’s sexual ripe-
ness, and its “bitter heart” (k'u-jen 35{Z) is her sadness at the passing of time and
of her youth.”

Subsequent references to the plum, and recurrences of language first used
in this scene, contribute to the duality. In the song immediately foilowing the
one just quoted, Li-niang commits herself to keep company with the plum tree,
which has become identified in her mind with her absent lover:

B LS My heart is drawn by chance,

2R To this plum tree’s side.

IEMRETEREEH AR Thus could we love which flower or herb we
please,

&SRR AR Live and die according to our wishes,

R | S ‘Then none would moan for bitter pain.
TSR —F I will marshal my fragrant spirit,

EERVHER Through the dark rains of summer,
SFEERERE R And keep company with this plum’s roots.*

Li-niang’s desire to remain beside the tree anticipates her later wish to be
buried beneath it. In death she will “keep company with” the tree as she kept
company with her lover, briefly, in her dream. The echoing of language from
scene 10 establishes the link with him {in Li-niang’s mind, at least). The effect is
to personify the tree; it is as if in death Li-niang wilt leave her parents and go to
her husband.” The tree’s arching branches are several times associated with
shelter and protection, suggestive of the roles of lover and husband.*

4 In Skif-ching BEHE 20 (“Plop Fall the Plums"), ripening plums are an image of a girl’s ap-
proaching maturity, and as they fall they express the passing ol time and the transcience of bca.ut_y.
See Hans Frankel's note to his translation of this paem in Bicklord, Flowering Plum, p. 153. This
poem heads a secton of her book devoted to poems about the flowering plum, together with
Frankel’s ranslations, pp. 151-gt.

“ MTT 12, p. 281; MTT/ Birch, p. 61, )

™ Li-niang sings with her dream lover at their first meeting in scene 10: “Somewhere at some
past time you and [ met 85,/ Now we behold each other in solemn awe.” MTT, Pp. 270 and 28¢;
MTT/ Birch, pp. 48 and 61. -

* In scene 12 Ch'un-hsiang discovers Li-niang “standing beneath the trailing branches of the
flowering plum /NI FEEE LM E; io scene 22, Lin Meng-mei is directed to seek shelter at I.:x‘-
niang’s Plum Blossom Shrine, “where snow-laden branches smile a welcome B B E & NZ";
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In Mau-tan t'ing references to the plum’s blossoms are rare. When Li-niang
first glimpses the tree, it is at the height of spring, the season of “rich rains,” when
red (not plum) buds split and bloom. The plum participates in the colorfil fe-
cundity of the garden, hence its green foliage and fruit are its outstanding at-
tributes. When its blossoms are mentioned they are red and are identified with
the dead Li-niang. The contexts are suggestive ones that deserve a close look.

In scene 20, “Keening,” Li-niang, nearing death, asks her parents to bury
her beneath the plum tree in the garden, and when they ask her why, she sings:

A RIRIEIEEERE# 1 can become no ailing Ch’ang O,

£4 immortal in the moon’s cassia grottaes,
HISFIAEREAHEIE  But am fated to be a pretty skeleton in
&1 plum blossom’s ancient cave,®

“Mei-hua ku-tung” ¥3£ 7517 is the first of many references to tomb-like cavities,
which multiply in various guises through mid-play.* Cavities alsc suggest wornbs,
and in this way a bizarre image of Li-niang dead in her tomb hints at her rebirth.
The second line contains two unusual juxtapositions: of beauty with death and
of flowers with caves. Both images conflate categories usually kept distinct, and
one effect is to dissolve {or weaken} the sense of indissoluble boundaries,

In scene 27, “Spirit Roaming,” the plum is used in a deliberately figurative
manner, and here its blossoms are again identified with the dead Li-niang. The
season is spring; three years have passed since Li-niang’s death, and the time
has come for rituals to insure that her spirit will be reborn in the Jade Realm.
For this occasion Sister Stone {538, the priestess entrusted with the care of
her grave, has put a flowering branch from the plum tree in a vase and placed it
on the altar of Li-niang’s Plum Blossom Shrine.® In the eyes of the celebrants,
the flowering branch represents Li-niang herself, who was fated to die a prema-
ture death:

Celebrants: Tell us teacher, what is represented by the consecrated vase,

in scene 27 prayers are offered in the hope that Li-niang might return to life and dwell beneath the
canopy of the plum's flowering branches HE{EME. MTT, pp. 277, 326, and 350; MTT/ Berch, pp. 57,
119, and 150.

7 MTT 20, p. 13, MTT/ Birch, pp. 101—2.

! [ document these in “Feng Meng-lung's Ramanitc Dream: Strategies of Containment in His
Revision of The Peorty Pavifton” funpub. Ph.D. diss., Columbia U, 1590}, p. 198. a. 17.

* In the case of flowers and subterranean spaces, the idea is taken up on a grand scale in scene
23 (“Infernal Judgement”), when Judge Hu makes erctic puns on a long list of flower names re-
cited by the Flower God. For caves as wombs, see Rolf Stein, The World in Miniature: Contatner
Gardens and Drwellings in Far Eastern Religious Thought (Stanford: Stanford UE, wggo), pp. 71, 111, 291
(n. 118), and 305 (n. 196).

* Mei-hua an-kuan WETERERE, also referred (o in scenes 24 and 33 as “Red Plum Shrine” (*Hung-
mei kuan” KTH58%).
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and what by the sprig of plurn? () &L, FREI B GE AE, B G RZ?

Sister Stone (JB):

BRR & Within the hollow of this vase

T R A world is concealed,

B\ While her body is like this faded spray of plum.
FkEIR Watered but rootless,

EEEREE It still brings a fragrance to our senses.*

The celebrants identify the plum branch with the dead girl in her tomb, an
identification that Li-niang herself makes when her wandering ghost visits the
shrine after the ritual has been completed and the celebrants have withdrawn,
Drawn by the sweetness of the incense, she reads the prayers and notices the
fading blossoms in the vase:

Li-niang: Ha, a faded plum branch from atop my tomb. Plum blossoms,
tike Tu Li-niang you faded in mid-bloem, how sad %z, {2 #EER L FRHE.
figemy, {p At BRI PR, iFEf !

RIEEl 5 F/EE These broken drumbeats, random striking
FE " of bells, intoning of gold-lettered scriptures

RPEhfE v is Have broken in upon my yellow millet dream.

ErE R4 H#RE  Thrusting its way past plum’s roots in fissured

Pk 2 i earth
B My shade emerges forth.

(She weeps): Unless [ feave some trace of my presence, how can I show my
appreciation for the devotion of these pious sisters? Then let me scatter
petals of the plum here on the altar. (She does so.)* (GZ7T) L ERGER,
G LK, R AR AL SRR R | (BB

Li-niang’s song confirms the association of the plum with herself in some
respects: its fading red blooms (mentioned by Sister Stone earlier in this aria),
its rootlessness, cut off from the sources of life. In the immediate context the
rootless stem symbolizes Li-niang’s morbid state, but emerging from the watery
cavity of the vase, scattered red blossoms take on other connotations.

Some commentators find a resonance between Li-niang’s scattering of the
plum blossoms on her shrine and the Flower God’s scattering of red blossoms
on the lovers during the dream sequence in scene 10.% In scene 27, Li-niang’s

# MTT 27, p. 350; MTT/ Birch, p. 150, * MTT 237, p. 352; MTT/ Birch, pp. 152753
# See selected commentary reprinted in MTTTL, p. 126. The comments are from a revision of
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scattering of the blossoms evokes grief over her lost beauty and her wasted
youth.* But if there is a resonance with the Flower God’s gesture, as I feel there
is, might not a different association of the image — linking the red blossoms to
Li-niang’s sexuality — also be possible? Ostensibly, the God scatters the Bowers
to wake Li-niang from her dream, but the rain of red petals KLRY that spatters
B the lovers at the moment of consummation has erotic overtones, despite the
fact that the consummarion is only imagined, “fulfilled in the thought” FH X
and not yet in reality® In scene 12 Li-niang recalls the falling petals in her
dream as “red shadows, petals torn from heart of flower” —FBIE T
REBHEAEE. Here, too, the image has sexual overtones,

If such extended readings of ‘T’ang’s imagery are permitted, then the faded
blossoms scatrered on Li-niang’s shrine are more than a pathetic image of wasted
maidenhood; they have some power as images of sexuality. So too does Lij
miang’s description of her ghost bursting from its root-encased tomb,

These aspects of T?ang’s imagery, which suggest the procreative forces of
nature, are further adumbrated in scene 28, “Union with a Ghost.” Liu Meng-
mei is gazing at Li-niang’s portrait, which he has found in its red sandalwood
box among the rocks beside her tomb. Wondering who could have produced

such a painting, and the poem written on it, he expresses his wonderment through
fanciful allusion:

L L Her spring longings burst from crevice

in rock mound,
R Emias s A Green Calyx soaring aloft to light

on this painted silk.?

"Tsang Mao-hsiin and from the “Three Wives” edn. of the play first published in 16g4 (Wi Wa-shan
san-fic ho-ping Mu-tan-t'ing Huan-hun chi KBLU=ZF ST =R,
# These were well-established associations, Frankel, “Plum Tree,” pp. g5-q6. As scene 12 opens,

Li-niang is saddened by the spectacle of fallen petals. Commentary cited in MTTTL, p. 126,
supports this reading,

# MTT 10, p. 271; MTT/ Birch, P. 49.

* MTT 12, p. 280; MTT/ Birch, p. 0. In The Western Chamber (hoth the chantefable and the
play}, red blossoms in profusion mark the season of love; Wang Shih-fu T, Hii-hsiang chit
PHAHES (Shanghai: Shang-hai ku-chi, 1978), p. 164, and idem, The Moon and the Lither: The Story of
the Western Wing, trans. Stephen H. West and Wikt L, Idemna (Berkeley: U. of California P, 1991), p.
368. This line perhaps refers to the shedding of Li-niang’s hymenal blood (“Hower’s heart” was a
cuphemism for the vagina), but such allusions are usually mere delicate, nd not spoken by the
lady. See Wang, Hii-hsiang cki, p, 138, and ans. of ldema and West, Moon end Zither, p. 334 “Tts
spring silk [Ying-ying’s handkerchief] was at first sparkling white/But now I see a red fragrance
has sprinkled its tender color.”

¥ MTT 28, p. 357; MTT/ Rirch, P- 157- In a qth-c. legend, Green Calyx achieves the liberation
of soul from body after goo years of discipline. There is a species of plum known as the “Green
Calyx me” (-0 mei $5%6Hg); Bickford, Flowering Plum, p. 243.
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Repetition of the word peng i# (to burst, or gush forth), a strong word occur-
ring in several important passages, provides a link.** Liu’s lines echo Li-niang’s
of the scene before (“My shade emerges forth™); both passages imply a regen-
eration in which Liu Meng-mei has an important role to play but of which he is
still unaware. Li-niang is aware, and she intimates her knowledge on the occa-
sion of her first encounter with Liu, after having emerged from her tomb to
wander as a ghost. Without revealing who (or what) she is, she offers herself to
him and he joyfully accepts. In her grateful response Li-niang cryptically refers
to her return from death, with recourse again to the imagery of the plant world:

Li-niang: Then my hopes in you are fulfilled ;25 B @M Z R T.

M RE In cold secluded vale
IRESEAETEHTLSE You urge a flower to bloom through
the night.®

The resonance of these verses with other ones is conceptual rather than
verbal. The “cold secluded vale” may be other cavities that remind us of Li-
niang in her tomb: the watery hollow of the consecrated vase, the cavern be-
neath the tree, the crevice in the rock mound where her portrait lies hidden.
The night-blooming flower requires no explanation, but Liu’s part in urging it
to bloom does.

I believe that the sexual nature of this urging is implicit in T'ang Hsien-
tsu’s elaboration of the plum as an image from nature. Virtually every one of its
attributes, as described in this play, is suggestive of human sexuality, both
masculine and feminine. The fact that human sexuality is so depicted under-
scores the fact that it is part of nature and the natural process of death and
rebirth. For the most part, however, the sexual act is only obliquely suggested in
contexts devoted to the plum. A similar obliqueness obtains in other passages
devoted to Li-niang in her tomb. Read alone, for example, a reference to a
flower being urged to bloom in “cold secluded vate” would not seem a likely
sexual methophor, but when it is linked to other passages the case for a meta-
phorical meaning becomes stronger. In scene 32, “Spectral Vows,” Li-niang
finally tells Liu Meng-mei that he has been making love to a ghost, and when
her lover appears hesitant, she uses vivid language to tell him what he must do
to revive her:

Liu: So cold you must have been §F4~

¥ See the passage from scene e, above, which refers to the bursting (swelling?) of the plum’s
seed within the fruit; also Swatek, “Strategies of Containment,” pp. 211-14.
B MTT 28, p. 361; MTT/ Birch, p. 163.
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Li-niang:

HRHHECI =3  Frozen body and soul,
BT =547 Incoldest chastity.

Liu: What if I should cause your soul to start in terror BIErRE T AR 4 AR,
Eire
Li-niang:

TEARAER Beneath roots of flowering tree

H-—EEAJEP& 7T Lies a cavern which leads to a mortal world.

R TEILREA  And my cold fragrant flesh you have already
P caressed half warm.

... Liuz Not knowing how deep you lie, I am afraid that we may not be

able to open a way to you soon SREIZEEE, tA—BFBEHE T

Li-niang:

HE Ha,

FB B A man shows his worth by “going through

to the end.”

fERIGEFE A= Full three feet of earth are piled atop
R& my coffin;

{RERUSRAIME—  Toakete mpered spade and dig
ﬁﬂﬁ Your way te me,

by Rl To where

(= JFIRE7 4 Cold vapors disperse,

RIfSH R EEE  Some little way apart from sunlit world.*

Liu rust penetrate to the cold moist world of Li-niang’s tomb and revive
her. As Li-niang implies, the process is already well under way (“And my cold
flesh you have already caressed half warm”). When the actual revival takes
place in scene g5, “Resurrection,” it is something of an anti-climax and is de-
scribed with liberal amounts of comedy. In the mid-play scenes leading up to
that moment, however, the return of Li-niang’s soud to her body is the central
drama, and in depicting it T°ang celebrates the creative force of human passion
with powerful images, unconventicnally used. In order better to understand his
treatment of this idea we need to examine his elaboration of another figure
associated with his heroine - the portrait. First we should examine Feng Meng-
lung’s response to T’ang's images of the plum.

¥ MTT 32, pp. 380-81; MTT/ Birch, p. 18g.
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THE PLUM IN FENG-LIU MENG

The introduction of the plum tree is differently anticipated and effected. In
Mou-tan t'ing T’ang singles out the tree for attention only at the moment when
Li-niang has returned to the garden in search of her dream. lIts sudden and
remarkable appearance underscores its special nature (especially its natural vi-
tality}, and this is further enhanced in the description of it in Li-niang’s song,
Feng chose to eliminate this song entirely from his revision of scene 12, and in
his replacement he muted the play of natural imagery, focusing instead on Li-
niang's response to the tree:

Li-niang: Look at that plum tree 15 Mg ke

FHup From ancient trunk

YR EE Many branches curl
BinxEa=EE4:  To form a cover pleasingly round.

Al Old plum, old plum %, E#E, Ef§,

FEHFT Before the beauty of spring has unfelded,
B 5 You are the first to bloom.

Just as you steal the march on spring (LRI R b T T,

IR ERERE So Tu Li-niang found good fortune
u] A AE in a dream.”

Feng opts for the conventional meaning of the plum (as hardy precursor of
spring), and Li-niang’s identification of herself with the tree (in the manner of
simile) removes the metaphoric ambiguity that characterizes Tang’s figure. Asa
result there is nothing about the tree that hints at Liu's identity or future role;
the only attribute that survives the rewriting is the reference to the tree’s canopy,
stripped of its most interesting qualities.

In other small ways Feng is not sensitive to the signs of the marvelousin the
tree’s appearance, and he appears to be intent on reducing the aura of mystery
attending its presence in the garden. When Li-niang first meets her dream lover
i scene 7 of Fng-liu mang (which revises scene 10 of AMu-tan t'ing), careful men-
tion is made of the plum tree as a feature of the garden topos:

Li-niang (in a low voice}: Where do you mean to go? Liu: Over there, be-
neath the big plum tree, is a good place to talk (BRI fFATHEL R ()
ATEI AR T, AP alatiE.
* FLM g, pp. 2tb—22a.
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BEL /P  Beyond the enclosed bed of peonies,
FHREWI LGS Up against the T ai-hu rocks.

This addition prepares us for the tree’s (relappearance in scene g of Femg-fin
meng, “Li-niang Pursues her Dream.” Feng aims for consistency in the arrange-
ment of details, and in doing so sacrifices 2n element of surprise and wonder
surrounding the tree that T’ang preserved from his source.” [n scene 12 of Mu-
tan 'ing the tree’s proximity to the rockery is noticed by Li-niang only after she
has emerged from her reverie. When it suddenly loems before her {and us}, its
appearance is colored by the longings from her dream recollection. This gives
the image a powerfully subjective cast. In Feng’s scene, by contrast, the tree is
always part of the rockery setting, and so when Li-niang returns there it is men-

tioned by her as one of the familiar elements of the place, even before she has
her vision:

Li-niang (walking): Coming straightway, I am already inside the garden. I
see the pavilion and the enclosed bed of peonies — Just as I remember
them! But where is that student? (She sighs.} {7 &%, B EER.
R, 2800, SRR, B4 272 @D

H—HERIRIAL  Over there, the T'ai-hu rocks,

g

E—FHHEM  Over here, the old plum’s mossy green,
AR

R R See where the willow’s branches bend low;

SEREANEH [ think that the jade one is about to appeart

Here the plum tree is paired with the willow; Plum is paired with willow in
Mu-tan 'ing as well, but not to the same degree as in Feng-liu meng. The pairing
occurs in the vernacular story upon which ‘T’ang drew, where willow # and
plum #g hint at Liy Meng-mei’s identity before he comes to Li-niang’s burial
place. They are mentioned in the story in connection with her self-portrait, but
the representation is verbal rather than visual — a poem that Li-niang inscribes
on the completed painting:

@ FLM 7, p. 16a.

* Feng’s garden is a less remarkable place than T"ang's. Compare Liu Meng-mei's first visit in
Mu-tan t'ing (scene 24} with the comparable visit in Feng-fiu meng (scene 19). In both scenes the
garden is wild and deserted, but Feng omits several of T'ang’s strange embellishments (e.g, an
empty swing [rom which dangles a girl's sash),

* FIM g, p. 20b.

® MTTTL, p. 14; MTT 14, p. 200. This follows closely an unpublished translation of €. T. Hsia,
which he kindly made available to me.
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JTHE S BRI SA Viewed close up she is strikingly myself,
EE e ET Observed from afar she is as carefree as a fairy.

flFREEEE Were she in some other year to join
the man in the Toad Palace,
AENE RS Let it be by the side of either plum tree

or willow*®

“Wiilow” and “plum” augur the identity of the dream lover, but this repre-
sentation is different from another, which is unique to the plum: “a great plum
tree with lovely thick clusters of fruit.” T°ang seems to have felt this difference
in the two forms of representation in the source-story, and he preserved it as
two modes of representation in his play.

For example, in scene 14 of Mu-tan ting, “The Portrait,” Li-niang depicts
herself in her self.portrait as holding a branch of green plums in her hand
PATEHETHINTEA. Here T’ang chose to include a metaphoric representation of
Liu Meng-mei in the portrait in addition to the emblematic one of the poem.
“Plum and willow” in Li-niang’s poem hint at Liu’s social identity (his family
name}; “plum” alone (as tree and fruit} gives us his attributes as lover** The two
aspects are distinct.

Feng favors the former mode of representation over the latter. Although his
commentary furnishes no evidence that he distinguished between them, his
manner of revising suggests that he felt a difference.#” As we have just seen, in
scenes 7 and g of Feng-liu meng he suppressed imagery that in T'ang’s text is
unique to the plurm, and he played up the association of “willow” with “plum”
in his evocation of the garden setting. In the same vein, he suppressed the detail
of the green plums in Li-niang’s self-portrait when revising scene 14. Li-niang
instead depicts herself standing against a backdrop of willow and plum. The
visual representation matches the poetic one, simplifying T*ang’s more compli-
cated representation.

Vestiges of the plum as a motif remain in Feng-fiu meng, but they survive as

* In scene o {“Disrupted Joy™}, when Li-niang’s ghost gives Liu green plums, he compares
their sourness to his unfulfilled desire. In the same passage {(and in scene 2) sourness also refers to
Liu's frustrated scholady ambition; MTT, p. 369 (lines 4 and 8 MTT/ Birch, p. 172. Portions of this
passage are translated below.

*# Tn MTT, the plum is mentioned exclusively in 45 passages (1g in dialogue, 3 in poems, 23 in
arias}, and in 4 scenes it is especially prominent. In FLM there are 25 references (15 in dialogue, 2
in poetry and only 8 in arias), with prominent mention in only one scene. MTT contains 1t places
that refer to willow and plum in close proximity — either the same line of verse or adjacent lines
(3 in poetry, 8 in arias), while in FLM there are 19 {2 in dialogue and 17 in arias). This excludes
references to “willow and plum” in Li-niang’s paem, which are common to both plays.

* Feng removes all references to the plum's fruit, including a rare deletion of verses declaimed
by Tu Li-niang in scene 8 (“Diagnosis™), in which she refers to her dream affair as “HRELET
(MTT, p. 303). Feng normally leaves declaimed verses unchanged.
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pale versions of T"ang’s original ideas in heavily revised contexts. Feng’s heroine
like T*ang’s, singles out the plum tree as her resting place in her death scene (scene
15 in Feng-liu meng), but her wish is expressed differently from that in Mu-tan tng:

Li-niang: Should I die, it is my wish that you bury my body beneath that
plum tree. Madame Tu: Why do you ask this? (H) RAEET 32, (3
LT, RE (EH) ERENF

Li-niang:

WERTIEMEENR My fragrant soul is already entrusted

ta plum blossom’s cave.»

Here Feng eliminates an allusion and compresses two lines of verse into
one, substituting “fragrant soul” for “pretty skeleton” in the process. Coming
from the lips of a dying girl, the language is more delicate, but it loses a great
deal in concreteness and expressivity. T*ang’s verses create a tension between
the allusion of the first line (Ch’ang O in her cassia grotto) and the image of Li-
niang’s entombed corpse in the second. Li-niang will experience a reawakening
more vital than the chaste immortality of the goddess. Feng’s language is plain
and one-dimensional. There is no play of ideas beneath the surface meaning of
the words.

Feng also debases the plum as metaphor. In a rave instance, he introduces
a new reference to the plum (without willow), one not found in the original text.
In his revision of T"ang’s scene 26, “The Portrait Examined,” Liu Meng-mei
arrives in Nan-an, destitute and ill, after Li-niang has died and her father has
departed for a new post. While convalescing there, he discovers Li-niang’s portrait
in the garden and takes it back to his study. He observes the willow and plum
painted on it (so depicted in Feng-fiu meng only), reads the accompanying poem,
and correctly interprets these as referring to himself. The discovery excites him
when he realizes that the beauty in the portrait must be his predestined mate:

Liu (infatu;}tcd): Ah, young lady, come down! Beautiful lady, young lady,
please (FFREST) OF, MRFE TRT. A, 3, MET, &

B Her wave-tripping feet move,
BEETT Slow and supple she 1s about te descend,
EN R (AR But her image stays immobiié.

Young lady, I, Liu Meng-mei, am all alone in this pla o k3
L] 3 ce /J\;IE ’ ﬁ‘fyu
mgifﬂ?t”“]

* ELM 15, p. 36h.
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{LLE MR Like the old plum, single trunked,
il A Through you I will make many branches.™

In this passage, Feng has modified the last two lines of Liu’s aria in T ang’s

version:

B A RS Having found this lady, first rejoice:
s E eI E Mighe this willow and plurn have

some entanglement?'

Both versions of this aria express Liu’s wish for a marriage alliance (his
desire for social “entanglements™), but by using “plum” here alone, as simile,
Feng mingles forms that in Mu-tan t’ing are distinct. As an image associated with
the garden world, the plum tree in Mu-tan t'ing embodies the vitality of nature,
with which both heroine and hero become identified: Liu through the image of
the tree’s foliage and [ruit, Li-niang through the imagery of fruit, seed, and
blossoms. The drama of Li-niang’s death and rebirth is portrayed mimetically
by means of this natural imagery. Her physical and spiritual death and rebirth
are the central action of T'ang’s play. The drama of social death and rebirth —
an important element of romantic plays in the scuthern drama with specific
reference to the hero — is not absent from Mu-tan t'ing, but it is subsidiary to Li-
niang’s story, which dominates the first thirty-five scenes of the play.

In scene 26 of Ma-tan #'ing, Liw’s pairing of plum and willow is logical, since
he has just read the poem on the painting and borrows its language to express
his thought. Feng’s reference to the “old plum, single trunked,” used in a man-
ner so strikingly different from the form in Mu-tan t'ing, indicates his effort to
direct more attention to the hero’s plight as an unmarried orphan, and to the
heroine’s role in saving him through her love {(which resurrects him from a kind
of social death).>* The change is a small one, but through it Feng sought to put
a different “spin” on the scene, which in his version culminates in the spectacle
of Liw’s making feverish appeals to the beauty in the portrait to descend and
rescue him from loneliness. In Mu-tan £'ing, Li-niang’s initiation into the experi-
ence of passion, death, and resurrection constitute the subject of the play’s middle
scenes, with Liu Meng-mei cast in the role of bearer of life, a role of which he
only gradually becomes aware.’

w FIM 19,p. 42 s MTT 26, p. 348; MTT/ Birch, pp. 146—47.

# References to Liu Meng-mei as a “bare stick” {a bachelor) abound, especially in the second
half of the play; see FLM 32, p. 452; 34, P. 531; 36, p. 594 (2 occuriences), 56b, and s8b.

2 Wa Mei 516G (1884—1939) remarked upon the fact that T'ang broke with convention by
assigning the principal role to a female character in two of his four plays, Mao Hsiao-t'ung B3],
comp., T7ang Hisien-tsu yen-chiv tzu-liao hui-pirn BRERLTFRFCROEI A (Shanghai: Shang-hai ku-chi,
1986}, vol. 2, pp. 71112
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Feng’s appropriation of the figure of the plum in these scenes shows that he
was determined to make Miu-tan 'ing conform more closely to his thematic expec-
tations of romantic plays: never to allow the private play {the love story) to over-
whelm the public play (the celebration of social vaiues and harmonies).* His
different handling of *“willow” and “plum,” and of natural imagery in general,
reveals his effort to bring T"ang’s language into conformity with familiar usage.

A final example of Feng’s intentions can be found in his revision of scene
30, “Disrupted Joy.” T'ang’s scene begins in the middle of the night, midway in
the journey of Li-niang’s ghost from death to rebirth. She has taken Liu as her
lover in scene 28, but has yet to reveal to him who and what she is (this will
happen in scene 32). Li-niang has made a gift of wine, green plums, and “Lovely
Lady” plantain flowers to Liu, and as the couple share 2 loving cup the imagery
of Aowers and fruits is deployed in elaborate word-play to depict intimacy:

Li-niang:

ST Into gold-leafed lotus cup,

BER Pour the sweet wine.

Liu:

rEERRE B Nectar you have brewed to stir hearts
to spring:

Mg Cheeks flush

RENEETR As flowerbuds the east wind brings
to reddest glow in leafy bower.

Li-niang;

HFRTEHER Nor have I plucked a rare fower or fruit,

E—BE{CAMEENE  For in these plantain flowers
and green plums,

E X You must know,

EMAZER It pleases me that the seed's charms
are perfected,

TEERE And the flower has roots.®

Liu;

i3 To pursue:

M Similar concerns surface in his revisions of other Ming pl i
i plays, notably two by Chang Feng-i
SERMIK (1527~ (613): Hlung-fi chi T B2 and Kuan-prian chi BRI, Feng’s revisions can be found in
MHACCC, vctl. 1; Chang's plays are included in Ku-pen hsi-ch’si i 'ung-k'an ch'u-chi.
® There is again a pun on A, {jen, man) and {= fjen, seed).
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S TR (A As for these fruits and flowers,

FIPE PN The one is wilted like a lovelorn maid,

BEFE% The other is as sour as an amorous swain,

BEELBRE Yet happily heart of plantain Aower
secretly unfolds,

—ERERE And for one night plum’s seed is sullied."

qofey How comes this to be so?

WA RS A Tide of wine flushes cheeks dimpled by smiles.

FERRIENIISIR  Soon lip drinks lip, wildly kissing.

e 63 And then,

ZET g Lids droop on loving eyes

EETAERL Plantain petals stain deeper red,

T4 pagE Plum’s fragrance fill the mouth.”

A commentator remarks of this passage (and one in scene 28) that “the
language of love is exceptionally subtle and obscure. From antiquity to the
present, it is unique.”® The language takes the form of an extended conceit,
borrowing imagery associated with the plum and the plantain. The “metaphoric
mutability” of the plum in terms of gender is evident.® As paired gifts presented
to Li-niang’s lover, the green plums seem to represent Liu, and the plantain
flowers Li-mang, but in the final lines sung by Liu, both plum (seed and fra-
grance} and plantain flower refer to Li-niang Two more songs follow, which
sustain the intimate mood before it is shattered by the rude intrusion of Sister
Stone.

Feng clects to cut the entire wine drinking sequence from this scene, an
indication of his determination to blunt T"ang’s language and achieve a differ-
ent thematic emphasis in Feng-iiu meng. The drinking of wine in T'ang’s scene is
a pivotal metaphor, which brings a number of disparate thematic contexts into
relation with one another. With respect to the natural world, it imitates the
pollinating of the flower (the gesture of pouring “sweet wine” into a lotus-shaped
cup is metaphorically suggestive in #us context, as is the moistening of the plum’s

# T'ang is appropriating language spoken by Chang Kung to Ying-ving in Master Tung’s Western
Chamber Romance, in which mei-he (f§22, plum’s seed) refers to Ying-ying's maidenhead; Ling Ching-
ven BRI, comp., Timg Chich-yian Hri-hsiang cii WHRITCEHHREET (1962; rpt. Peking: Jen-min wen-
hsiieh, rg78), p.113, and Lili Ch'en, trans., Master Ting’s Wesiern Chamber Romance {Cambridge:
Cambridge UF, 1976), p. 156: "Would I have defowered you casually” HUTHERELTS?

s MTT g0, p. 369; MTT/ Birch, pp. 172-73.

® The anonymous comment {IFRERE DRI 7 5 S48 is by the compiler of the Ping-ssu
kuan R4 (Tee Silk House) edn. presented to the throne in 1791, this became the basis for the
edn. of Liu Shih-heng SIMHT, Nuor-hung shik hua-k's Lin-ch'uan ssu-meng HEHT S ZIER ) [THES
{1910; rpt. Yang-chou: Chiang-su Kuang-ling ku-chi k'o-yin-she, 1990).

# Bickford, Flowering Plum, pp. 25—26.
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seed); with respect to the human order, the claboration of the gesture imitates
the sexual act, which produces progeny and perpetuates the family; with re-
spect to the world of art, the drinking of wine imitates the moment of inspira-
tion, when the artist hreathes life into his work.

The first two contexts have been touched upon in my discussion of the
plum, and my basic argument has been that Feng Meng-lung was unhappy
with T"ang Hsien-tsu’s “unique” use of natural imagery in the play. In Mu-tan
ting the garden experience is eventually brought into harmony with a larger
world of social relationships, but only belatedly so by the norms of the genre.
An effect of Feng’s revisions is that in Feng-liu meng the lovers’ experience of
passion — in the dreamworld and especially in the ghostly realm — is con-
strained by their awareness of social duty and responsibilities,

THE PORTRAIT

. InMu-tan t'ing, Tu Li-niang’s self-portrait, left as a testarment to her beauty
and early death, is the physical object most identified with her. In keeping with
the conventions of southern drama, it is a material symbol that “threads the
fabric of the play” like the shuttle of a loom, helping to create a sense of unity in
the sprawling work. It is introduced in scene 14, “The Portrait,” buried with
her in scene 20, “Keening,” and discovered by Liu Meng-mei in scene 24, “The
Portrait Recovered.” In the climactic scenes of mid-play (scenes 28—32), the
portrait represents Li-niang’s physical hody, which has hecome separated from
her soul in death. This is in keeping with its use in earlier stories and plays,®
although T’ang’s treatment of the figure is characteristically rich with suggestion.

I cannot do justice to that richness here. Instead I propose to examine the
portrait through the prism of Feng’s changes, in conjunction with my discussion
of the plum figure, above. There, Feng sought to contain and redirect a vital
and erotic dimension of T'ang’s imagery. I believe that Feng also responded to
a similar dimension in T’ang’s treatment of Li-niang’s portrait, although in
ways that are less immediately obviaus.

In scene 14, Li-riang paints her self-portrait as a testament to her fading
beauty and as an encoded record of her dream, which she hopes will someday

% Tseng Yung-i € 7%, Chung-kup ku-tien hsi-chii lun-chi tO R oy BLRE B30 55 (Taipei: Lien-ching
ch’u-pan shih-yeh kung-ssu, 1g75), P 4 cited in West, “Drama,” p. 20

® E.g, the story of Chen-chen (B, discussed below. In 2 Yoan play, “A Marital Affinity Across
Two Lifetimes” {“Liang-shih yin-yiian” Rt 4REE) (see Tsang Mao-hsiin, ed. and comp., Yian ch’ii
Asiian FEEH (1958; rpt. Peking: Chun -hua, 1979], pp. 071--B6), the courtesan Yii-hsiao paints 3
self-portrait, which after her death functions as a surrogate for the living Yii-hsiao; see Charles
Stone, “Self, Spirit, and Body in Two Chinese Plays: Self-Portraits of Dying Beauties” (unpub. paper).
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reach someone who will understand it, The scene begins and copcludes with
allusions to the Goddess of Wu-shan AE[l], who made love to prince Hl..tai of
Ch’u (Ch’u Huai wang 13 £ ) in a dream. Li-niang’s mention of the prince’s
dream indicates her awareness of what happened in her own dream, even as
that dream fades. In the scene’s concluding coda, her thoughts return to the
Wau-shan goddess, this time in connection with the portrait she has just painted;

Li-niang:
BT R A E None will come to the fragrant boudoir

to enjoy its beauty,

Ch’un-hsiang:

EFRHASHEMLES  This likeness is fit to hang in the temple
on Wu-shan.

Li-niang, Ch'un-hsiang:
NIAEBREERET  Ormight it take flight on account of

clouds and rain?®

Here Li-niang expresses, with some ambivalence, the desire to expose he.r
beauty to a lover. Of equal interest for the subsequent treatment of the portrait
is T*ang's manner of insinuating her act of self-portraiture. There is, first of all,
Li-niang’s awareness of her ebbing vitality and life:

FROR EE BN My toilet made at last, I burn incense

and sit alone, listless.
HE Before T can find ease,

EREENE R How to root out the choking weeds
that breed distress?

o e By what means to bring to life the heart’s
tender shoots?

BB Whom to please if I mask my true feelings

with smiles?

RIERITHESN®  Tears gush forth as my dreaming soul drifts.™

The drifting of the soul foreshadows the moment of death, when the body
is deprived of the spirit that animates it, yet Li-niang clings to the hope that a
way might be found to revive Bl her spirits, and restore her vitality. By paint-

b MTT 14, p. 291, MTT/ Birch, p. 72. “Clouds and rain™ is, of course, a euphemism for lovernaking,
 MTT 14, p. 287, MTT/ Birch, p. 67.
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ing her self-portrait she seeks to preserve her beauty against the ravages of ill-
ness, and once it is finished she identifies with it strongly, treating it as an exten-
sion of her person, especially her bady. Fearing that it will fade with time, she
orders that it be mounted:

B 2R S iy From burning of sun and buffetting of breeze,
maount and line it well,

TR Y ReR For fear that “finest things are least enduring.”

HEEIT B S T My portrait’s pretty hues must not be sullied.&

On their surface, these lines simply express Li-niang’s fear that her portrait
will fade with exposure to the elements, but the use of the word “up W to
describe the destruction of “pretty hues” accomplishes far more. The same
word refers to Liy Meng-mei’s semen at the beginning of scene 24, and in scene
28, afier he has discovered Li-niang’s portrait, he fears, in a context of sexual
desire, that he may “soil the portrait’s hues.”" In this light, the above lines also
suggest that Li-niang is fearfiz] that her beauty may arouse “impure” thoughts
in the beholder.

Li-niang’s desire to preserve her beauty inviolate, expressed through her
efforts to mount and bury her portrait, is belied by other language suggesting
that in her mind the portrait stands for her body, which awaits the coming of a
lover who will reanimate it. At the mornent of its creation, the act of self-por-
traiture is described by her as the conveying of her person into the portrait:

ﬁlﬁ%&@ﬂggyﬂﬂﬁ Now let me daub cherry mouth,

sketch willow brow,
EERERE N Touch up the hair with wash of drifting mist.
BNEXT Blue of eyebrows tapers off at the tip,
Eh A 27ER My person complete in the charm of her eyes. %

The eyes, the spiritual seat of a portrait, seem to contain Li-niang’s person
B A. Elsewhere, she suggests that the portrait houses her spirit. At the mo-
ment of her death in scene 20 she speaks of it as the repository of her soul Py 8

% MTT 14, p. 20; MIT/ Bisch, p. 7142,

™ “But that 1o take her portraitin my hands could soil its hues tEBEy A e 1 long to embrace
her image as I lje” {MTT 28, p. 356, MTT/ Birch, p. 157). The reference to semen is at the begin-
ning of scene 24, as Liu inspects his stained bedclothes, Hsij Shuo-fang suggests that  pin-wo B
refers to rain that has dampened Liu's quilt, but Birch translaes it a5 “the cloud stains of a passionate
dream”™ (MTT 24, p. 438; MTT, /Btrch, p. 135). Other sexual references 1o staining and defilement
are: scenc 16 (“The Invalid"), where Li-niang’s mother fears that by venturing into the garden her
daughter was “sullied by a willow spirit ﬁﬂ%ﬁﬁ?m"', and scene 30, where “fHem-wy .14
797 describes the “sullying” of the plum’s seed {Li-niang’s maidenhead). Feng removes these, with
the exception of the mother’s verse in scene 16,

% MTT 14, p. 28g; MTT/ Birch, pp. 68-6g.
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Li-niang: One thing I have to tell you. That portra.it on which [ inscriped
the poem: I do not care to expose it to the general v1ew,thn Iam bur:cd,
putit in a red sandalwood box and hide it beneath tile T'ai-hu rotfki. C_h l::—
hsiang: What is your purpose in this? (B) %@, ?izaaiﬂ—$a[< }t%iﬁ,
FEEFE L, AHEA T 3%, B SR R, B KRR G iS58
EMEHR?

Li-niang;:

BHLOBMEEZ  That portrait and those brush strokes

which possess my soul,

{EEHAHE May reach someday someone

whe understands.*

At the comparable moment in Feng-iiu meng, Li-niang treats her portrait
more as a picture {a representation), and no mention is macde of a lover:

Li-niang; As for this picture of a spring outing ;EH&E 7T % E]:

REBmE It is T who painted it,

BB 3 Close to willow and plum,
BT Next I indited a poern, o
S EE And enclosed a riddle within it.

I'am fearful of exposing it to the gencral view. When [ am buried, put it in
a red sandalwood box and secrete it beneath the Tai-hu rocks. Ch'un-

hsiang: What 1s your purpose in this?
Li-niang:
BB IRRIE Were my spirit to appear, it would stil

be like my dream.™

The portrait’s physical and spiritual qualitif:s are eﬂ"aced,‘and we are .gi\.r'f,‘fl
instead a sense of it as a riddle awaiting a SOlthlOl'l.. Tbe two lines of Ll-mang‘s
aria reappear as one line, and the word “spirit” (cfzmg—{mg *ﬁg) may refe.r to lf.l-
niang’s soul lodged in the portrait.” As a result, her intentions in Faurymg‘ :r
portrait are unclear; certainly there is no sense of a desire to have it come into
the possession of “someone who understands.” . _—

Feng’s particular sensitivity to T"ang’s handling of the portrait inspired a

@ . q19; MTT/ Birch, p. 102. @ FIM 16, p- 372. . ‘ .
B gzﬁz’ﬁ osf ?F‘W {p. 27a), Li-niang paints her portrait am_i then sings to (;h k:n-l:ls::.:@. )
my spirit $2 comes out from the portrait, may it be conveyed inte a good Ind's keeping
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revision of two lines sung by Ch’un-hsiang towards the end of scene 20, just
after Li-niang’s death. In the midst of her keening she recalls the portrait;

Ch’un-hsiang: But that reminds me of the self-portrait she made. When it
was seen by the master he ordered me to bury it with the corpse for fear
that the sight of it would distress Madam Tu. I think of my mistress’ dying

words SILHIHRE, WEREBRT, (RPWBE, SI% T HE. &8
/MEE#E S,

HEEHILES.  As before she will lean

i against the T ai-hu rocks,
THENIEIEZ AR Butl fear that her portrait will fade from
HEEGE waiting for the garden-strolting youth.”

Feng makes a revealing change, substituting mai-tsang (JBFE, o bury) for
k’ao (§&, 1o lean on} in the first line, so that Ch’un-hsiang sings:

KB 1N LD T HFEHL She is once again buried
beneath the T ai-hu rocks,
FRERRAKIEIE  Waiting for the garden-strolling youth,
$48 I fear her portrait will fade.”

In Mu-tan ving, Ch’un-hsiang’s wish to have her mistress “lean as before”
by the rock mound recalls the moment in scene 10 when Li-ntang’s dream lover
leads her there to make love.™ The repetition of 4’0 has the effect of animating
the portrait and underscoring its close identity with Li-niang’s person. Feng’s
mai-fsang obliterates this effect (awkwardly, since he retains the phrase “as be-
fore™), and identifies the portrait with Li-niang’s corpse. He may have wished to
avoid a blatantly physical identification and removed the sexual dimension of
its discovery and exposure.

Exposure occurs again in scene 26 of Mu-tan t'ing, “The Portrait Exam-
wned,” as Liu Meng-mei gazes at Li-niang’s portrait and is impassioned. The
first couplet of Liu’s entrance poem refers to “wind and rain” (suggestive of
lovemaking); in the second, he resorts to imagery of shadow and light in de-
scribing the portrait he has found in the garden (in scene 24):

EEE LY Hard for rain to linger on the plantain’s leaves,

= EEMETE AR M In the tips of the peony’s branches
the wind subsides.

™ MTT zo, p. q14; MTT/ Birek, p. 105. * FLM 16, p. 38b.

™ “Beyond the enclosed bed of peanies/up against the Tai-hu rocks. MBS AT/
KNEBLUTH"; MTT 10, p. 270, MTT/ Birch, p. 48.
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BEEEAREIR Scrutinize the painting’s obscure meaning,
FNH TS And look where gleam of spring light
holds the clue.”

To Liu, the portrait is something obscure, in need of the illumination of his
gaze. The “obscure meaning” is the riddle of the painting’s message, to be deci-
phered through the visual and verbal clues contained in it, which hint at Liu’s
special connection to Li-niang Imagery of darkness and light concretizes this
idea. Shadow and darkness are associated with Li-niang as ghost and image,
light with Liu Meng-mei as lover and adorer of Li-niang’s portrait. Repeatedly
characterized in this scene as shadow 8%, the portrait seems empty 22 and insub-
stantial fEHZ to Liu, yet it also seems to have a kind of life, or potential for life.
Having unrolled the portrait and gazed atit, he resorts again to light and shadow

- juxtaposed to express his bewilderment over its origins, describing the beauty

as “light of moon born from brush’s tip” Fr §#HEFER " The image is
endowed with brilliance 3, evoking masculine agency, much as the allusion to
Green Calyx “bursting frem crevice in rock mound to light on painted silk™
evokes the feminine role two scenes later.™ By this logic, the portrait is something
created, with a potential for life that is actualized by some inspiriting action.

Feng shows little interest in this language, and thus eliminates Liu’s open-
ing poem and the verse about the image “born from brush’s tip.” Instead, he
draws attention to the portrait’s eyes, traditionally regarded as the feature through
which a subject’s spirituality was captured for posterity. In his revision of Li-
niang’s painting aria in scene 14 he appears especially intent on reformulating
T’ang’s language concerning the eyes:

L Light silk,
TREER % Polished inkstone.

This likeness of Tu Li-niang $eA B8 35455 250w
EfTEBEFRE  Entrust to ink and brush

(Looks at herself in the mirror and sighs):

TEFEFHET RS 1 fear the mirror does not reflect
.22 how great is my sorrow,
/1237 S Lightly daubing,

B MTT 26, p. 345 MTT/ Birch, p. 143. M MTT 28, p. 245; MTT/ Birch, p. 144.

™ “Brushes tip” possibly has phaliic overtones, and the reference to Green Calyx suggests birth
from the womb, especially when read in conjunction with Li-niang’s verse describing the emer-
gence of her ghost from her tomb (irans. above).
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S Deftly limning,
WAERAYE  In painting, dotting the eyes is most difficult.”
BE

Later, when revising scene 26, Feng returns to the €yes as the spiritual seat
of a portrait, when Liu Meng-mei’s attention is captured by them:

Liu: To speak of nothing else, these eyes alone are unearthly BLEQ R+ 7
ERER, EX T,

+rEgE Perfect demeanor,
T 2R Her soul conveyed in the eye’s clear gaze.”

In a marginal comment, Feng wrote: “The line aboyt ‘eye’s clear gaze’ recalls
the carlier verse ‘dotting the eyes is most difficult,” sung at the time of transmit-
ting her soul into the painting. "

Feng’s emphasis on the eye-dotting gesture comes at the expense of the
original formulations. My-tan ing had couched the actions surrounding the
creation of the portrait in provocative if somewhat obscure language. In Feng-fru
meng the moment of artistic creation is reduced to a conventional formula—a
strategy typical of Feng.

Mou-tan ting uses the portrait further. The reanimation of Li-niang’s corpse
In scene 35, “Resurrection,” is anticipated through ailusions to a well-known
story about a beauty in a portrait. T’ang borrows two actions in order to bring
the portrait to life; the calling out of the beauty’s name, and the inspiriting of
her pertrait with wine, By scene 35 inspiriting assumes rich significance, because
two constellations of language have converged, one associated with the plum,
the other with the portrait. The exhumation and revival of Li-niang’s body are
alighthearted affair, but note the elaborate introduction to it in previous scenes.

As Liu contemplates Li-niang’s portrait in scene 26, he becomes excited by
the green plums:

Liu: Why is she holding a branch of green plums in her hand, just as if she
were holding me AE P X HBET, il VE—f?

L NETEFIS48 Green plums in hand, she softly

intones her verse,

® FLMu,poash, v iy ig, p. 2h.

M FLM 19, p. 2b: For the eyes and the “transmission of the spirit” (ch uan-shen {38 in portraiture,
see Susan Bush and Hsio-yen Shih, comps., Farly Chinese Taxts on Painting (Cambridge: Harvard UE,
1983}, pp. 13-14.

® Feng’s emphasis on eye-dotting anticipates the moment in Af
mei inscribes a dot on Li-niang’s spirit tabiet at her shrine —
play; see below.

TT, scene 33, when Liu Meng-
an important gesture in the original
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ZE LB Luring my heart to stumbling thoughts of love.
NERFESFEE  Just as I “sketch a cake to appease my hunger”
/NBISEME I So she “gazes at plums to slake her thirst.”

Ah, my young lady, my young lady/NH. /N,

KEFAFE LA Alotus bud, not yet open, .
BEBKBY IR Red lips lightly daubed harbor a smile.

BiE% Full of ¢charm and passion,
RAERER Sadly she longs to speak,

RO B But lacks breath ®

Hunger and thirst refer here to sexual desire, and mark thcvcu.lminati'on of
erotic tensions, which have built through the scene. In ‘lhe_ aria im rf'led:ately
preceding, the word ¢4 ’un # (spring) occurs four times, mdlcat,wc of Luf S mou‘n;
ing excitement. Given this tension, the mention of the beaqu s closed lips, whic
“lack breath” is suggestive, especially in the light of what is to follow. ‘

Liu in fact will breathe life into those lips, and the literal means by which
he does this is to pour wine mixed with a life-giving I?otion down t‘he th‘roat c.:f
Li-niang’s corpse. Prior to this, he has shared a loving cup of wine with Ll}
niang’s ghost {in scene 30). Both moments are memoral.alt?, the latter because o
the erotic boldness of the language, the former because it is part ?f an unusually
graphic enactment of the exhumation and rcvi.val of. Lt—m.ang s corpse. Reacli
beyond their literal meaning, the two actions 1n§afol\tlng wine drinking can,
feel, both be understood as inspiriting and insem:natlf)g gestures. _

In the popular story of Chen-chen B, wine is the means by which la
beauty who is lodged in a portrait is brought to life by a young S(Eholar. He calls
to her for a hundred nights, and when she responds he pours wine on the por-
trait, whereupon she descends and becomes his wife.* Ifl-ﬂlill‘lg allufies to this
after completing her portrait in scene 14, and so does Liu Meng-mei when he

ortrait in scene 26.
Caus';izhzoincction between the revival of Li-niang’s inert bocl'y in the play
and the story of Chen-chen’s portrait is clear, not only because in both cases
wine is the instrument of revival, but also because T*ang seems tf) bon.‘ow plz?y-
fully from the story when he describes the life-giving potion as wine mu\ccd with
the ashes of the burnt crotch section of a virile man’s trousers {E%Fﬂ,ﬁﬁﬁ?ﬁ
In the story, the infusion is described as a preparation of wine mixed with ashes

" MTT 26, p. 347, MTT/ Birch, pp. t45—46. _ - ] ]

¥ Li Fa.ngg gmg‘g%—ggﬁ) et al,, comps., Tai-p'ing kuang-cht ZTERRED (Peking: jcn-mm i:te;lc
hsiieh, 1350} 286, p. 2283. This story can also be found in MTTTL, pp. 19-21, where wine
mca.ns‘ by which the immortal Chen-chen is rendered human.
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obtained from burning some kind of cloth,™ but the intimate nature of the
garment in the play is T’ang’s invention.
‘ My association of this moment with the wine-drinking sequence in scene

30 1s speculation, but links are established through shared language. Wine is
pfoured into a lotus-shaped cup £74, a gesture that calls to mind Li-niang’s
.tlghtI\Y closed mouth “like a lotus bud” 24T, which “lacks breath.” The “sully-
ing” 4 of the plum’s seed calls to mind Li-niang’s fears that her portrait might
bf: sullied — an association with sexual intimacy (and with Liu’s role as Li-
n‘lang’s lover). Even the unfolding of the “heart of flower” in the release of pas-
51j:m may find a counterpart in the references to the heart-soul contained within
Li-niang’s portrait, waiting to be touched to life.

. Wine disappears from Feng’s revision. In scene 30 he confines Liu’s and Li-
niang’s intimacy to a brief duet notable for its decorum:

Liu:

ﬁf%ﬁiﬁﬁﬁ“@*ﬁ;@ In twilight gicom I hoped for your early coming,
BRI RS Why did you stop and dawdle so?

Li-niang:

FERRISE T It isn't that I kept my darling waiting

BEEH R, I waited "l my parents were fast asleep

SRR T 4% Then gathered up my flower-embroidered
quiit.

Liu, Li-niang:

H¥es "Two pairs of eyes gazing,

PR & IEF Our feelings one,

TRA R AR % Why at this hour of bliss this urge to words?

Moreover, in Feng’s version of the exhumation scene, Li-niang is revived with
ginger tea, and mention of the trouser-patch potion is eliminated, including
scene 34, “Consultation,” devoted to its concection,

Feng retains one aspect of the inspiriting motif, which provides a clue to his
use of the portrait in Feng-fiu meng. In scene 93 of Mu-tan ting, “Confidential
Plans,” Liu Meng-mei presents himself at Li-niang’s shrine as her husband and
offers to prove his claim to a dubious Sister Stone by performing the ritu,al of

™ The story (cited in previous n.) has B
define T K as a patched garment worn by

TOHEEL, vol. 8, p. 4.
* FLM 22, pp. tqa-h.
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inscribing her spirit tablet with a dot, a ritual normally performed by a person
of distinction. We are told that Li-niang’s father, Tu Pao #%, neglected to
perform it in his haste to depart for a new post. When Liu inscribes the dot the
tablet moves. This convinces Sister Stone of his claim, and she decides to assist
him in the exhumation and revival of Li-niang’s corpse.

The significance of this ritual appears ta be primarily social, marking a
moment when authority passes from Tu Pao (as father) to Liu Meng-mei (as
husband).™ In Mu-tan t'ing the dotting gesture, which anticipates Liu's role in
Li-niang’s exhumation, also has an inspiriting quality™ This dimension, together
with its implication about the sources of Liu Meng-mei’s power, is lost in Feng’s
revision, but the soctal meaning is retained.

Feng passes over his revisions of erotic language in silence, but he does
comment several times about the portrait, which is indicative of the importance
he attributed to it.* That importance can be summed up in the word recogni-
tion. The portrait doesn’t simply represent Li-niang; it also represents Liu and
holds the clue to his future relationship with her. It contains an encoded mes-
sage that he must decipher. In scene 26 of Mu-tan 'ing, Liu reads the poem on
the portrait and recognizes that he has some connection to the lady depicted
there, but he subsequently fails to act on this knowledge. He fails to link the
beauty in the portrait to the “lovely girl” in his dream (in scene 2, “Declaring
Ambition™); he fails to see that the maiden with whom he has formed a liaison
(Li-niang’s ghost) is the beauty depicted in the potrait. After making love to Li-
niang’s ghost, he appears to forget the portrait aitogether In Feng’s view, this
makes him appear fickle W% ,* and his infatuation with beauty reveals a lack
of good faith and a weakness of character unbefitting a hero.

Feng is at pains to point out these defects in T"ang’s here and to indicate
how he has rectified them in Feng-fiu meng. In revising scene 26 of Mu-tan £’ing, in
which Liu first examines the portrait, he depicts Liu as instantly recognizing
the lady of his dream.* In the light of this recognition, his growing infatuation
with the portrait is firmly rooted in a conviction that this lady (he does not yet

* As Liu performs the gesture, he sings: “See how my brush turns stone to living person
BT R AL/ As husband furnishes host JRFEE. " MTT 33, p. 385; MTT/ Birch, p. 195. Feng
supplies a subject for the second line, underscoring the fact that Li-niang relies on Liu as husband
to perform the gesture: “See how my brush turns stone to living person,/As she relies on husband
fi#E <o furnish the host.” FLM 24, p. 21b.

 Li-niang’s ana {trans. above) mentions “touching to life B535.” When Liu dots {tien B the
tablet it moves, as if animated.

" FLM 11, p. 272; 16, pp. 18a, 40a; 19, pp. 2b, 3a; and 22, p. 13b. Most of these comments are
reprinted in MTTTL, pp. 64-65.

" Feng makes this observation twice: in a marginal comment to scene 22 and in his general
remarks, where he deseribes how he has “made good Liu's Raws”; MTTTL, pp. 63 and 65.

¥ FILM 19, p. 2.
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know her name) is his destined mate. In other words, desire is grounded j
toyalty: to the ladly, and to the alliance with her that the portrait represents &:n
By contrast, Mu-tan ting has Li-niang point out the connection bctw;ee
herself and the portrait, after she and Liu exchange vows in scene a2, I; .
forgetfulness is puzzling, and Feng was among the first to call it c:l%cl:'ec:]f S
character. One clear aim of his revision of Mu-tan £'ing is the rehabilitation of 'ltl:
hero. When we examine his treatment of the motifs discussed in this essa 1
can see that it is part of a deliberate effort to change the thematic em ha.::s:(;
tl}e play, to portray the love affair between Li-niang and Liu Meng-zqei in
different light, and especially to redefine Liv’s character in the process. :

CONCLUSION

. '.Thls comparison of Mu-tan t'ing and Feng-liu meng has explained aspects of
revision that Feng Meng-lung did not discuss. I have made some use of Feng’s
commentary, but have based my interpretation of his methods and intentiois
largely on the evidence furnished by a close reading of both texts. This enables
us to go beyond Feng’s own account of what he was doing. Reading Mu-tan t’in
in the light of Fmg-‘.i.’iu meng shows that T°ang Hsien-tsu’s unconventional lan‘?
g:;:g;;ia::a::lj as his idiosyncratic prosody, made Feng’s engagement with it

Written before the Xun-shan musical style became preeminent in the south-
ern ciirama, thu-tan +ing was created not in ignorance of prosodic requirements
as T. ang’s critics afleged, but according to a less rigid idea of how linguistic and,
m‘usmal text should be accommodated to each other T’ang was comfortable
with varying the song-forms to fit his text. His critics were not, and once they
began to rewrite his plays according to the forms prescribed in their manuals, a
struggle to define his play-texts ensued, lasting several decades. ,

I,n ‘the end, T’ang’s original libretto emerged intact, and revisions such as
Feng’s, n which the language was varied to fit the prescribed song forms, passed
l.argel):r nto oblivion. Once the forms of Kun ci’s melodies were set :T’an s
libretti posed difficulties, but no insurmountable obstacles, to aclapt;tion fsor

* For the importance of recognition i i
. ortan ghition in Chinese thought and literature, see Eric H N

M:.ufcif;'.ll{e;ggmu;rlx in Ez;rly China,” HFAS 47.1 (1987), pp. 5-30, esp. p. ;;o, forr:;e isrclir:;m?e
oot rang sien-i5u “un'-kaa, Pp- 225-39. Tang’s improvisational methods are discussed in

_d!g‘ h‘:iu- le:;‘ 5555‘@- T'ang-Shen chih cheng wai-lun” ¥t B4R in Tang Hisien-isu
)ngﬁmgg; }«,‘e ?mﬂﬁﬁy%,_CMang-hﬁ sheng wen-hsiieh i-shy yel1,~chiu so JLPg¥ar
ek : { ing: Chung-kuo hsi-chit ch'u~pan she 15384}, pp. 48 See als

rategees of Containment,” chap. 1. ' ? PP 450799, See ako Swacck,
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singing in that style. After the necessary musical accommodations were made,

three of his plays became staples of the K’un chi repertoire.™

What divided T’ang and his eritics at least as sharply as their differences

over musical form were their differences over appropriate language. T ang fa-

vored an unconstrained literary style that made no concessions to the reader or
viewer (or performer), while revisers such as Tsang Mao-hsiin and Feng Meng-
lung favored familiar and accessible language. The act of translating Mu-tan
ting into simpler language inevitably changed its ideas, and I have suggested
that the pattern of Feng’s choices contains an underlying thematic critique of
the play that may not have been fully conscious. The crificisms directed at T"ang’s
prosody appear to have reflected a largely unacknowledged discomfort with his
elaborate, and at times obscure, depiction of romantic passicn in a text destined
for the stage.

Feng’s discomfort is evident in his treatment of the plum and the portrait.

In the case of the plum, he eschewed the openness of T’ang’s language and
reverted to simile. The tree is identifed primarily with Liu Meng-mei, his plight
as orphan, and his search for social connections. In one passage where Li-niang
compares herself with the tree (scenc g), it reminds her of her desire to find a
mate and blossom, a canonically familiar association for a young girl to make.
The plum’s other attributes — its red blossoms, green fruit, and lush foliage —
go unremarked; the attributes that Feng singles out are roots and branches,
suggestive of Liu’s desire and need for social ties.

T’ang’s figure emerges in striking contrast to the one in fng-iu meng. In
depicting Li-niang and Liu Meng-mei, he exploited the plum’s “metaphoric
mutability” and its wealth of associations. As tree, the plum is identified with
Liu as lover and eventual savior of Li-niang. In this respect T’ang may have
wished to underscore his role as “Lord of Spring” and restorer of Li-niang’s
soul; this was one dimension of the plum’s meaning in poetry.® The plum tree’s
powers of renewal, even into old age, made it a symbol of vitality and viger, and
although references to sexual vigor by way of this image were muted in poetry
and painting, in Mu-tan ing this dimension is vividly in evidence, with reference

o Ibid., pp. 65-76. See also Ho Wei ] 55, “Trang Hsien-tsu, Shen Ching, Yeh T ang” BN
tEIBTEY o Tang Hiien-tsu yen-chin lun-wen i, pp. 463-79. The play that resisted adaptation was
his eatly work, The Purpls-Jade Hairpin (Tzu-ch'ai chi SEHEC)-

# In scene 2 of MY T'we learn that after Liu dreamt of a lavely gid standing beneath a fiowering
plum, he changed his name to Meng-mei (“Dream of Flum™) and took the style “Spring Lord”
¢k *wn-sh’ing 37080} For association of the plum with the return of the soul, see Iwaki Hideo, “Baika
to Hankon Soshoku ni okeru saiki no higan” $57E & SEREFE (& 1 2 B OERR, Mppon Cligoiu
gakkai ks B AP ZR €r4R 30 (1979}, Pp- 135749. | am grateful to Professor Oki Yasushi of Tokyo
University for bringing this article to my attention.
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to both Liu Meng-mei and Li-niang® In the case of the plum’s red blossoms,
T’ang did more than exploit the well-established association of “fallen blos-
sorns” with lost maidenhood, and I have suggested that the plum’s blossom also
refers to Li-niang’s emerging sexuality, hence the preference for red blossoms
over the white ones favored by poets. Even the fruit, the most “canonical” im-
age of the plum by virtue of its mention in the ancient Shik-ching, is transmuted
in Mu-tan ting from an image suggestive of the desire to marry and procreate
into something more compiex, partaking of both bitterness and desire.

It is terupting to find in Tang’s elaborate use of the plum a deliberate
subversion of its “orthodox™ symbolism, in particular its close identification
with such Confucian values as chastity and moral rectitude, which, in their
extreme form, are caricatured in the impartant males: Ch’en Tsui-liang P 2
{Li-niang’s tutor}, Tu Pao (as parent), and Liu Meng-mei {as ambitious scholar-
to-be).* But one cannot carry this reading too far. What can be said is that the
plum as figure pertains to the garden, and thus to the world of ch'ing, not the
world of 4. Once Li-niang and Liu Meng-mei flee the garden and depart from
Nan-an (in scene 36, “Elopement”) the plum ceases to be an Important figure.

Feng likewise reduced the complexity of T"ang’s figurative use of the por-
trait. In Mu-tan ting it embodies beauty for both Li-niang and Liu Meng-met,

and their responses to it reveal more about their own subj

ectivity than anything
else.

% Liu’s infatuation with it is based solely on sensual attraction, which causes
him to forget all else. In this respect his experience matches that of Li-niang
with her dream: each becomes obsessed with passions aroused by the imagined
presence of the sought-for loved one, so much so that the illusory is confused
with the real #* In Feng-iu meng, the portrait is the device that brings Liu to Li-
niang. Its messages furnish him with necessary clues to his destiny, and in his
treatment of it he is shown to be an attentive and devoted lover, Quite unlike

" The flowering plum tree in paintings could allude te sexual vigor in alder men; James C.
Cahill, The Compelting Image {Cambridge: Harvard UER, w082), pp. 120-21.

# Inscene 2 Liu uses 2 “purer” form of the plum image to declare his ambition: “Some day spring
sun will touch in the dimness the willow to yellow gold H— H # XA EF S,/ and snow's ap-
proach burst open the plum white as jade” BEHMT HENR. MTT e, P- 237, MTT/ Birch, p. 5.

% La, Enchantment and Disench L p- 52, observes of Li-niang that “To fall in love with and die
pining for a figure one dreams up is then to endow subjectivity with potential infinitude and
willful auwnomy.” Liu Meng-mei exhibits a similar "willful autwnomy” in his response to Li-
niang'’s portrait. Both responses troubled Feng.

* This is the point of the following comment to scene 26, from the “Three Wives” edition of
the play: “People know that a dream is an Hlusory realm, but they don’t know that the realm of a
painting is especially illusory. Dreams are form without shadow; paintings are shadow without
form. Li-niang secks love # in a dream and the “Spring Lord” seeks a mate in a painting; in their
infatvation ¥ they are a pair for alf time, But by their not taking their experience as illusory, the
illusory becomes real”; Liv, Muan g shik futi-k's Lin-ch'wan ssu-meng, p. 159. For Liu as “Spring
Lord,” see n. g2, above.
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the situation in Mu-tan £'ing, in Feng-lin meng Liu’s steadfast dev?tion to Li-ru'fm.g’s
portrait demonstrates how his sensual impulses are .domcsucatec,l :_md l‘ns in-
fatuation T5%¢ is governed by his reason. The d.iSIICl.l‘['lOI:l of T’ang’s lc]e?. is par-
ticularly striking in this case. Feng’s rational bias is e.\zlde‘nt not only in thcsF
efforts ta redefine Liu Meng-mei’s character, but also 1?1 hl:s co‘ncern ljor E‘l logT.
cally consistent plot and a harmonious prosody free of jarring :mprowsa.atluns.ﬂ

T’ang Hsien-tsu, on the other hand, espoused a style ur:nconstramcd by
conventional notions of form and plausibility, and the follm.vmg Prefaf:.e to a
friend’s collection of marvels reveals his contempt for the excessively literal imagi-
nation:

In this world, the only people with whom one cannot discuss literary art
are narrow-minded pedants and fusty scholars. There 1s much that they
have not heard and more that they have not seen, and vet they r.n.ake.a
show of their superficial and limited knowledge. Looking over wntmg in
the world today, one wonders, will there ever be writing again aijtcr this? I
think that what is miraculous in writing does not consist in a slavish a‘dhcr-
ence to appearances. Spiritual inspiration cornes naturally in a flash, in the
absence of conscious thought B AR BR, EIEZmME, AEM=E. Uncarfny
and amazing, this is a state to which none can give a name, not anything
with which one ordinarily can manage to identify,. When Su Tzu-chan (Su
Shih &4, 1037-1101) painted withered trunks, bambfms, and rocks, he
broke completely with painters of both the past and his present, and the
style of his paintings became all the more marvelous. If OrlE WETE Lo assess
his paintings in terms of painting style, it 15 altmost as if they do not have
one,”

T’ang was fond of invoking the example of great painters .in his own de-
fense,” and his disdain for models is well illustrated in Mu-éan t’ing, at l?oth th‘c
musical and the linguistic level. His aesthetic and Feng’s agenda were diametri-

i i hat Li-niang and Liu
! ful to link together the disparate dream segments, so t i
M;?n:-e;gci‘:;:rza;eudream rathgi than experiencing separate ones. See his general comments in
TTTL, p. 63. . ) . )
M‘-‘" “H;E:h‘ishs{i &737FF,” in Hsii Shuo-fang, comp., Tang fsien-liu shi-wen mfﬁﬁzﬁﬁﬂn%
{Shanghai: Shang-hai ku-chi, 1582}, p. 10?1—?8. I have rFOStlF |i<:c1’lotweg lshjs;rzngsﬁ;l Richard L :;iar:
“ Routes to Self-Realization in Ming Theories of Poetry, Christian
1\‘::::;2‘::1& ;h:ories of the Arés in China {Princeton: Princeton ULE, 1983}, p- 335. For T'ang'’s aes
ic views, Chou, Tang Hsten-tru lun-kao, pp. 87-105,. . . )
thﬁ;mA‘:msé:fc attacked ::fearlier revision of M77 in a letter to Ling Meng«ch u &ﬁ;ﬂ] ([?:::: -
1644}, citing a painting in which Wang Wei T4 (70 1=761} cl!)elpmtf:@ a p;artlt‘leir; rz:; };arl:i :e da v\;rang,s
¢. This unseasonal representation bothered innumerable critics, bu
:f;]t- for being “expansive and unrestrained"_iﬁﬁ?%% and implied that MTT was under attack
for the same petty reasons, Tang Fsin-tsu shih-wen cia, p. 1345.
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cally opposed, and we can assume that had T°ang been able to read Feng’s
adaptation he would have been outraged. Although both men are identified
with the late-Ming cult of &v’ing, and both men shared a love of vernacular
literature, when it came to the writing of plays the differences between them
were very great.

T’ang Hsien-tsu refused to respect the stylistic and ideological boundaries
separating genres, addressing personal concerns in his plays in a distinctive and
linguistically challenging idiom. But such use of the drama was the issue, and by
rewriting his plays Feng and others were reappropriating them for the public
domain, asserting control over the ideas expressed in them in the name of
performability. Although Feng-fie meng was also intended for reading {as we can
infer from the quality of the printed edition), one does not obtain fresh insights
from the reading experience. There are no privileged readings, no subtexts,
and the perusal of them was meant to recreate the experience of a performance.
In Feng-itu meng, and in Feng Meng-lung’s drama in general, we glimpse the
stern Gonfucian and strict moralist that was Feng the public man, and are left
to consider the contrast between this persona and the hohemian romantic of
his other writings.

LIST OF ABBREVIATIONS

FLM Feng Meng-lung B8 HE, Feng-liv meng 553K
MHCCC Mo-han chas ting-pen ch'uan-ch’i SRBCTIE A (4 EF
MTT T'ang Hsien-tsu BERFH, Mu-tan ring 41 /158

MTT/ Birch The Peony Pavifion, trans. Cyril Birch
MTTTL Mu-tan Ping yen-chiv Leu-fige k'ao-shih WP SR REIBE
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