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Passion in the Red 

Chamber Dreams 

Connecting readers across boundaries of 

time and culture through human emotions  

 

Woesler, Martin 

Hunan Normal University / China 

 

Abstract 

In this paper, proofs are collected for the 

hypothesis, that the international success of 

the Red Chamber Dreams partly comes from 

the culturally-independent human feeling of 

“passion”, which is shared by readers across 

time and space. Passion is what has made 

the novel Red Chamber Dreams so successful 

and what still makes it so attractive: the 

passion of the first love between hero and 

heroine, who grow up in the favor of the 

Emperor in a paradise-like garden. The 

novel fascinates by describing the nuances 

between physical and platonic love, 

breaking the taboos of homosexuality and 

sexual fantasies. The author himself was 

driven by passion: he felt personal 

responsibility that the paradise-like garden 

was lost, and felt a necessity to document 

and eternalize his own love and life in many 

facets. Only the novel allowed him to 

represent the China of that time, with its 

manners and customs, clothing and kitchen, 

mentality and belief, but also corruption and 

degeneration in many aspects and in many 

walks of life - from the luxurious imperial 

court to the sometimes precarious situation 

of slaves and beggars. Passionately, the first 

readers discussed the manuscripts with the 

author. The passion of its readers made the 

novel the symbol of Chinese culture, a cult, 

the most widely read novel of all time in 

China and the fourth most read novel in the 

world. With passion, early translators and 

reviewers as well as generations of scholars 

of letters have dug deep into the novel. No 

other work of literature has been studied at 

so many universities. This paper explores 

the question of what triggers this passion 

about and within this novel. 

 

Key words 

Red Chamber Dreams, passion, sexuality, 

desire, love 
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Fig. 1: Mascara Jade Forest (林黛玉) and 

Precious Jade Merchant (贾宝玉 ) in a 

modern film adaptation for a television 

series. 

 

Remark 

Instead of the commonly used title 

“Dream of the Red Chamber”, the Chinese 

novel honglongmeng 红楼梦 is referred to 

in this paper by the title of the first known 

published excerpt translation "Red Chamber 

Dreams” by John Francis Davis in 1819 

(Woesler 2010a). 

 

1. Passion  

The word passion1 was introduced by 

Philipp von Zesen (1619-1689) for the Latin 

 
1 Related terms: Affect, enthusiasm, zeal, 

ecstasy, excitement, fire[zeal], joyous 

excitement, exuberance of feeling, flush of 

emotion, intoxication, mental stirring, rap-

ture, fervor, enthusiasm, longing. Weakened: 

verve, commitment, emotion, joy, devotion. 

Increase: lust, desire, greed, drive, lascivious-

ness, [sexual] desire, lust, horniness. Source: 

https://www.wertesysteme.de/alle-werte-

definitionen/k-l-m-n/leidenschaft/. Cf. in 

Chinese, for example, “酷爱”. 

“passio” and the French “passion”. 2  In 

German, there is the corresponding term 

“Leidenschaft”; to this day, the two terms 

“passion” and “leidenschaft” correspond to 

each other in the same way, although 

“leidenschaft” is used more in the context 

of relationships to persons and “passion”, 

to things. 

 

2 The Germanization of Zeesen was success-

ful, not successful were his suggestions 

Entgliederer (‘de-anatomist’), Jungfernzwin-

ger (‘prison for virgins’), Meuchelpuffer (‘kill 

pistol’), Tageleuchter (‘daily shiner’), Zeuge-

mutter (‘birthmother’). Klemm, Michael: 

„Wenn die Sorre im Gilbhart durch die Zeu-

gemutter fährt... Kleine Geschichte der 

sprachpflegerischen Eindeutschungen - von 

erfolgreich bis skurril.“ Lingua et Opinio (stu-

dent journal at the TU Chemnitz), 18 January 

2005. 
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Fig. 2: Modern drawing of Mascara Jade 

(Lin Daiyu) and Precious Jade (Jia Baoyu). 

 

Generally, people in the world share 

very similar basic needs, which include food, 

sleep and housing, clothing, sex, education, 

work and social contacts. In addition, there 

are needs such as participation in society 

and politics, the practice of religion and 

access to communication and information. 

Finally, there are esoteric needs, such as art 

and music, freedom of expression, the right 

to self-determination, hobbies, and the like.  

On an individual level, such needs may 

be associated with emotions and feelings; 

passions may arise for them, both for 

general human needs, such as eating, and for 

individual hobbies, such as driving fast cars.  

To feel a passion or leidenschaft for 

someone or something means that one 

perceives a feeling towards someone or 

something, be it love or hate, that one allows 

this feeling to dominate the mind, so that 

one feels an obsession which in German it 

is also called “Besessenheit”. In high brow 

literature, passionate hate is less common 

than passionate love. With objects one 

would speak here of the fetish, here the 

passion moves into the proximity of 

perversion. In the case of passions towards 

other persons it seems quite appropriate, for 

we all know the state of being “in love”, 

which puts body and mind into a state of 

intoxication, where one falls for another 

person. A common phrase is “to be 

passionately in love.” In high brow 

literature, love and/or sexuality without -

passion seem difficult to imagine. 

As an adverb, to do something 

passionately, the word often appears in the 

context of enthusiasm or fanaticism; e.g., 

when one is convinced of something and 

passionately committed to something, like a 

religion, a moral, ideological or political 
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principle. Passionate followers of extreme 

Islamism may be willing to sacrifice their 

lives, and passionate followers of ideologies 

in totalitarian dictatorships idolize their 

leaders in the cult of personality. 

The fewer people there are who share 

a form of passion, the more ridiculous this 

form seems to us; indeed we sometimes 

place it close to perversion. The acceptance 

of homosexual relationships, which make 

up about 10% of human love relationships, 

has increased in recent decades, along with 

other types of love relationships which have 

come to be considered normal.  

Passions have morally positive 

connotations, but there are also passions 

that have negative connotations, because 

they can turn self-confidence into 

arrogance. Whoever is gripped by the 

passion of power abuses it and is reluctant 

to give it up. 

Passions are potentially more 

dangerous the more impact they have on 

other people. The most harmless passion 

may be the love between two people, but 

even if the love is one-sided, stalking could 

occur, or if the partner is caught having an 

affair, murder and manslaughter could 

result. Legislation takes passion into 

account as a component of being human 

and delivers a degree of mitigation of 

punishment here, manslaughter as a crime 

of passion in some cases. 

While emotions can be rationally 

controlled, for example by social rules, 

passions are more difficult to control, 

similar to addictions and dependencies. 

Individual preferences can also be 

lived out and become a passion. It becomes 

difficult when a preference, e.g. science, 

should ideally be lived objectively and 

unemotionally, but one approaches the 

matter with passion. The inappropriateness 

of passionate engagement becomes more 

obvious when we see excesses. Just as the 

drug addict can fall into a dependency and 

take higher and higher doses of the health-

threatening drug until he finally dies from it, 

so too can all other passions be a drug if we 

are addicted to them and neglect our basic 

needs such as eating and sleeping. Passion 

could drive us to death.  

Moral authority such as religion and 

also philosophy of self-cultivation often 

propagates a restraint on emotions and 

passions. We are familiar with the Stoics in 

ancient Greece, which, if I may simplify 

here, propagated the control of emotions in 

order to avoid extremes, such as passions 

(Graver 2008). 
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One of the four Platonic cardinal 

virtues is temperance, especially of sexual 

desire (Halwani 2011:419-428; van Hooft 

2013:55-69). 

From India, we are familiar with 

Buddhism. The historical Buddha Siddartha 

Gautama lived out various passions before 

overcoming them, and only by overcoming 

them did he attain realization and reached 

Nirvana (Brazier 2002). 

Christianity, too, has long propagated 

a curbing of passions, matters of adultery 

were condemned as a mortal sin and 

celibacy was imposed on catholic priests. 

The church yet internally tolerated passions 

at a time when they were even less socially 

accepted - homosexuality among priests, 

which was socially outlawed for millennia - 

or sexuality with dependents and minors, 

which is now outlawed as perverse. Islam to 

this day forbids many things that are ‘fun’, 

such as music, dancing, alcohol, revealing 

clothing and practicing sexuality outside of 

the marriage.  

René Descartes in his Les Passions de 

l'âme (1649) understood passions as natural 

mental outflows of the creaturely physicality 

of man. However, human beings are also 

endowed with a soul. Therefore, the 

Enlightenment (see G. E. Lessing) wanted 

to oblige man to control and overcome the 

passions with his will through reason-

guided impulses, e.g. through selfless 

renunciation or magnanimous forgiveness. 

But even at the time of the Enlightenment, 

there were voices that propagated a balance 

between passion and reason, such as 

Nicolas C. Hamfort: “Through the passions 

man lives, through reason he merely exists.” 

(quoted from https://greator.com/en/life-

wheel-relationship/). 

Passions are the motivations, the 

driving force behind human history. 

Passions in technology produce new 

inventions, passion and belief in the 

business idea give rise to economic progress 

but also produce disruptive inventions.  

 

 

Fig. 3: Modern drawings by Cao Xueqin 

(left) and Qu Yuan. The drawing by Cao 

Xueqin is reprinted with permission from 

Liu Jinxin. 
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2. Passionate Literature 

Passions are the driving force behind 

literary bestsellers. One of the greatest 

works of Chinese literature, Qu Yuan’s Lisao 

and Cao Xueqin’s Red Chamber Dreams, were 

born out of an existential sense of loss for 

the authors, in the one case by the feeling of 

having been cast aside out of a 

misunderstanding and yet being proved 

right in the end, so that the capital and king 

fell victim to the enemy, in the other case 

intensified by guilt at being partly 

responsible for the downfall of the extended 

family. 

Both authors process this personal 

painful experience in their life’s work. They 

write with a power and uniqueness that 

could only spring from exceptional talent. 

They long for happy times in the past, 

conjuring them up with such intensity that 

they vividly re-emerge before the reader’s 

eyes. These writers lived their passion. They 

‘were’ passion. Their literary legacy is 

immortal, allowing readers of all cultures 

and times to share their moving passion. 

“Without passion there is no genius”, 

said the German historian Theodor 

Mommsen (1817-1903). 

“One is able to create the best 

literature when one is motivated by extreme 

feelings and can draw from one’s own realm 

of experience. Qu Yuan warned his king 

Huai about the state of Qin, the king did not 

listen to him but to scheming advisors and 

expelled Qu Yuan. The latter had to watch 

helplessly as the state of Qin took the capital 

of Chu, Ying. He pressed this immoderate 

pain over suffered injustice in characters on 

paper and created with the lament Lisao one 

of the immortal works of Chinese literature, 

before he - according to the legend - 

drowned himself in the river Miluo. The 

Lisao is not a reckoning or an indictment, it 

simply laments in the form of hints, indirect 

language and images about the injustice 

suffered, which went far beyond the 

personally experienced injustice. The Lisao 

was so powerful that, despite its otherness, 

it was accepted into the Olympus of the 

Chinese canon and created an entire 

‘tradition of the South’ as a counter to the 

literature of the North. Cao Xueqin had 

witnessed as a child how his wealthy family 

clan - like many other clans -, which was in 

the favor of Emperor Kangxi, unjustly fell 

out of favor, in his view, with the seemingly 

somewhat paranoid new Emperor Yong-

zheng, and how the family property was 

confiscated and its prestige destroyed. Cao 
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Xueqin, too, carried with him the pain of 

injustice suffered, and, according to the 

novel’s treatment of him, had clear feelings 

of guilt because, as the family’s progenitor, 

he was unable to stop the degeneration and 

achieve any success of his own through the 

study of the classics or in the imperial 

examinations, at least none that would have 

significantly improved his clan’s situation. 

Like the Lisao, the novel refrains from 

directly accusing Yongzheng; rather, the 

emperor is characterized as all-knowing, 

wise, far-sighted, and generous, even 

sympathetic to the protagonist with 

autobiographical traits, Jia Baoyu (Precious 

Jade Merchant). Similar to Qu Yuan, 

however, the imperial advisors and eunuchs 

do not come off quite so easily. In addition 

to the imperial criticism, the novel also 

contains many other elements that are not 

directly addressed.” (I borrowed this 

paragraph from my paper on “Unspoken 

Things”: Woesler 2019.) 

Other literary achievements of China 

are also pure emotion, think for example of 

the Tang poems. Here, too, the poets often 

develop a melancholy, nostalgic and 

captivating poetry in retrospect of an 

existence that failed in officialdom, always 

passionately and almost desperately seeking 

images in which to express their feelings. 

 

3. Passions in the Red Chamber Dreams 

What forms of passion do we 

encounter in and around the so-called 

greatest Chinese novel, the Red Chamber 

Dreams? 

The best study of passion in the novel 

is by Anthony Yu 2001, who interprets qing 

as “desire” in its many nuances as the central 

motif: “The centrality of qing in shaping 

virtually every aspect of The Story of the 

Stone’s structure and meaning cannot be 

denied [...].” (Yu 2001:54).  
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Fig. 4: The 36,501 ensouled jade stone 

superfluous for mending the vault of 

heaven, which gave the novel the name 

"Story of the Stone," and the Purple Pearl 

Plant, from: 改琦 Gai Qi: 紅樓夢圖詠

Hongloumeng tuyong, 淮浦居士 Huaipu jushi 

1879. 

 

British sinologist and philosopher A. 

C. Graham in his oeuvre tries to draw a 

contrast between qing and passion in early 

Chinese texts since the Zuo Commentary. 

He understood qing as essence or nature.  

Below I give examples from Graham: 

Tang Junyi explained that since the Han 

Dynasty, people who dealt with qing often 

associated it with qingyu (desire, passion) or 

understood it that way. Xunzi understands 

humans as inherently evil. He believes that 

people have the same “seven” feelings 

(qing). Love between two people and sexual 

desire is only one feeling among others. Cao 

Xueqin must be seen against the context of 

novels such as author Jin Ping Mei (c. 1600) 

and Li Yu’s Prayer Mats of the Flesh (1693). 

“Loving the fragrant partner” meant taking 

the beloved as an official concubine. 

Authors such as Feng Menglong (1574-

1645) could not ransom a beloved prostitute 

for lack of money; this is said to have been 

the impetus for his poetry. He addressed 

passion and its limitations in his tracts 

“Anatomy of Love” (Qingshi leilüe) and in his 

Qingshi (with a chapter on homosexuality). 

(Cf. Yu 2001) 

Against the background of this 

permissive literary world of his time, Cao’s 

novel appears very discreet. For this reason, 

I accompany my remarks for the section on 

“love” with the discreet illustrations from 

early editions of the novel. 

 

The prologue reads: 

In the chaos of creation 

Where were the feelings? 

There was only the longing of wind and 

moon. 

Under clueless skies, 

on a painful day, 

in lonely hour 

I try to lighten my heart, 

and sing this lament for jade and gold. 

 

A mistake for life 
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Everyone calls it the happy union of jade 

and gold,3 

But I remember the oath only of wood and 

stone.4 

Senseless I stand before the noble, the 

glistening snow5, 

I never forget the beauty, the lonely forest.6 

Sighing, I realize that the good remains 

imperfect. 

Forever only it remains with polite form, 

and never will my longing heart be satisfied. 

 

3.1 Passion of Love  

The novel is read primarily as a 

romance novel (along with bildungsroman, 

coming-of-age novel, criminal story ...). 

Within the romance novel Red Chamber 

Dreams, passionate love is the central motif. 

In the prelude in the heavenly realm we 

get to know the heroes of our story in 

another form: Precious Jade (Baoyu) is there 

 
3 That is, the relationship between Mascara 

Jade as the human embodiment of the plant 

(wood) purple pearl and Precious Jade as the 

embodiment of the attendant Ghost Jade (or 

the Stone). 

4 Snow (xue 雪 ) points another time to 

Precious Hairpin’s family name Xue (薛). 

a leftover jade stone of those used by the 

goddess Nüwa for the repair of the 

firmament. The stone is ensouled, it feels set 

back for lack of a task, and seeks a new 

meaning to life. At its foot is a flower, which 

it nourishes with its dew. Later the stone is 

represented by the attendant Ghost Jade 神

瑛侍者, who waters the flower. The flower 

grows into a girl who asks to be sent to earth 

for a human life, to repay the 

stone/attendant with tears for the dew 

drops. The stone is also sent to earth to 

learn the passions of the people for a human 

life. 

 

5 'Forest' is the meaning of Mascara Jade’s 

surname Lin. 

6 Quote from the play Story of the Western Wing 

spoken there by the main heroine Cui 

Yingying 崔莺莺.#citation# 
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Fig. 5: Tears of the attendant Ghost Jade, 

from an animated film, reprinted with 

permission from Liu Jinxin. 

 

In the frame story in the celestial 

realm, the author consciously takes a stand 

against plotless and stereotypical 

pornographic literature as well as against the 

widespread romance novels. These romance 

novels employed the classic roles of the 

beautiful gifted woman and the poor 

scholar, the latter finally achieving a 

respected position and wealth by passing a 

civil service examination.  

Already in the opening chapter, the 

novel is embedded in a frame story in the 

heavenly realm, which is populated by 

timeless gods and fairies and, which partially 

reveals itself to people in the earthly world 

in dreams, including foreshadowing. 

Celestial beings, even plants and stones, 

have experiences in the afterlife that are 

somewhat removed from those in this 

world. In this story the jade stone, which 

remains useless in the heavenly repair and 

wets, and which later becomes embodied as 

a heavenly attendant, nourishes a flower 

with dew.  

The guilt in the hereafter must be 

repaid in the earthly world through the 

experience of intense feelings and passions 

of which only humans are capable. Here the 

flower, which in the meantime has become 

a girl, decides to repay the stone or the 

attendant in the earthly world for the water 

in the form of tears. While in the hereafter 

feelings are possible, it is nevertheless only 

the life of people which allows passions. 

Since the Dauist Emptiness also 

recognizes the importance of living through 

such intense feelings, he “now changed his 

name to ‘Sentimental Monk’ 情僧  - and 

renamed the Story of the Stone into Notes of the 

Sentimental Monk.” In the novel, he also talks 

about the novel itself: “It seems to me that 

this story will be much richer in detail than 

the conventional romance novels.”, Red 

Chamber Dreams, chapter 1. 

To which the monk replied, “The 

heroes of the romance novels so far are told 

only in broad strokes, plus verses and 
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poems, and that’s all. What is eaten and 

drunk in the girls’ chambers, no one has 

ever reported. Besides, most romance 

novels only describe illicit relationships and 

secret meetings, while the true feelings of 

the young people are not told in the least. I 

believe that when these figures descend to 

earth, among them will be fools of love and 

slaves of lust, capable, stupid and also 

unworthy, as no one has ever described 

them.”, see Red Chamber Dreams, chapter 1. 

So the author claims through the narrator, 

that not just illicit relationships and sex is 

described for low brow pleasure of the 

readers, but “true feelings”.  

The celestial creatures who have 

eternity and do not need to reproduce, 

choose to travel to earth and experience 

true, passionate feelings. And even they 

become fools of love and slaves of lust. 

Passion appears as the defining quality of 

humans that distinguishes human and non-

human beings, and through passion they 

appear desirable even to celestial creatures. 

We know a similar narrativism from ancient 

Greek mythology. Although Greek gods 

and goddesses are built of all sorts of 

passion, they appear bored with their 

omnipotence and envy human beings, who 

treasure passions because their life is 

limited. Even in Saṃsāra cosmology of 

early Buddhism, the wheel of existence 

cycled through five realms, including the 

one of humans manushya, and gods devas 

(Wilson 2010). However, gods are not the 

most desirable form of reincarnation/re-

birth, but men, because gods are bored by 

their eternity.  

How does the story continue on earth? 

Precious Jade (Jia Baoyu) is born with 

a jade stone in his mouth, which he wears as 

a pendant from then on. He is the heir of 

the extended Merchant (Jia) family, which 

has come to its wealth through 

collaboration with the Manchu and close 

relations with the Kangxi Emperor. 

Precious Jade Merchant 贾宝玉 grows up 

in a pavilion in the paradise-like garden 

“Great View” 大观园. His female cousin 

Mascara Jade Forest 林黛玉  also moves 

into a pavilion after the death of her mother. 

In total, Precious Jade lives there with 12 

girls, the so-called 12 Beauties of Jinling 金

陵 (Nanking 南京).  

Precious Jade and Mascara Jade 

develop their first love for each other out of 

innocent child’s play, when they grow up 

together and play together in the Grand 

View Garden daguanyuan in the first chapters  

of the Red Chamber Dreams. 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Manushya
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Deva_(Buddhism)
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They reach the climax of their passion 

at about fifteen with the belief that Precious 

Jade would marry Mascara Jade; instead it is 

arranged that he would marry Precious 

Hairpin Marshgrass 薛宝钗. At the same 

time, Mascara Jade lies lovesick in bed and 

dies just at the catastrophic moment of 

marriage. While the actual reason for her 

death is lovesickness, her disappointment, 

when she learned that the two passionate 

lovers would not marry each other, but her 

lover would marry someone else, lead to her 

decision to die and to a quick deterioration 

of her health, see chapter 97. Passionate 

love can, after having reached a height of 

fall, be turned into in the deepest feelings of 

disappointment and as a last resort lead to 

suicide; or be turned into the deepest 

feelings of hate towards the rival and lead to 

murder. For an author conceptualizing a 

novel, passion is a good tool to reason 

disruptive actions of his or her protagonists. 

Moreover, a suicide commited out of 

disappointed passionate love is understood 

by the readers, and at the same time evokes 

in them the feelings of loss and tragedy.  

This could be the end of the novel; 

Precious Jade’s remaining existence, 

including his marriage to Precious Hairpin, 

is largely described as lethargic, see chapter 

98.  

However, even their relation is a match 

made in heaven, as can be seen from the 

many references to “jade” and “gold” in the 

novel. “Jade” refers to the animate jade 

stone that Precious Jade carried in his 

mouth at birth, “gold” to Precious Hairpin’s 

amulet, whose inscription is a counterpart to 

the one on Precious Jade’s stone. 

Unlike in the author’s actual life, 

Precious Jade ascends to heaven messiah-

like after a successful rescue attempt for the 

extended family, albeit in a Buddhist-Daoist 

context, see Red Chamber Dreams, chapter 

120. 

The unhappy love between Precious 

Jade and Mascara Jade is similarly dramatic 

to the most famous lovers in literature, 

Romeo and Juliet, whose love and marriage 

is also rejected by their parents. Romeo and 

Juliet can marry in secret but cannot live 

together. Here, too, the male love partner 

succumbs to a deception; Romeo believes 

his wife dead and takes his life with poison, 

whereupon Juliet kills herself out of despair 

with Romeo’s dagger. Shakespeare has the 

Prince of Verona comment, “For never was 

a story of more woe than this 

of Juliet and her Romeo”. 
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Both plots are not simple love stories, 

but stories of passion, with lovers willing to 

take or sacrifice their own life if they the 

other dies. This is what makes these stories 

world literature. 

Although both, Romeo and Juliet died 

in the end, the solution in the Red Chamber 

Dreams, that Precious Jade can only unite 

with his love Mascara Jade in the afterworld 

if he does not commits suicide, appears also 

reasonable to the reader. 

 

Fig. 6: Relief (detail), 

IvanWalsh.com/Flickr. 

 

 

Unhappy lovers have literary tradition, 

they form an archetype, such as Hero and 

Leander, Pyramus and Thisbe, Tristan and 

Isolde, Flore and Blanscheflur and Troilus 

and Cressida, the latter is considered the 

model for Arthur Brookes, who wrote 

Romeo and Juliet in 1562, directly 

influencing Shakespeare. The best known 

love couple in literature, which actually 

loves each other passionately, looks back at 

a long tradition until becoming immor-

talized by Shakespeare: 

Ca. 1321 Dante Alighieri’s Divine 

Comedy already mentions the two families 

"Montecchi e Cappelletti" as an example of 

hostile families. 

Around 1530: Luigi da Porto’s Giuletta e 

Romeo 

1554: Matteo Bandello’s Romeo e Giulietta 

1559: Pierre Boaistuau’s Rhomeo et Julietta 

1562: Arthur Brookes’ The Tragical History of 

Romeus and Juliet 

1567: William Painter’s Rhomeo and Julietta 

Ca. 1725: According to Zhou Ruchang 

(citing: William Winston. Dragon’s Imperial 

Kingdom. 1874), young Cao Xueqin learned 

about Shakespeare through tales told by 

Phillip Winston. 

This long list, which can be shown for 

many works of world literature, proves that 

the longing for a tragic, passionate love 

story has a long tradition in European 

literature. When the two lovers demonstrate 

their passion by being willing to commit 
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suicide if they cannot be together, there 

were cases in which readers attributed their 

own suicide to these works of literature: 

In The Sorrows of Young Werther, Werther 

commits suicide after unhappy love with 

Lotte, who becomes engaged to someone 

else. Imitation suicides also came to 

Goethe’s attention; they have been studied 

since the 1970s as the “Werther effect”. 

Jakob Michael Reinhold Lenz asked, 

“Would the portrayal of such violent 

passions be dangerous to the audience?” 

Suicides have also been reported for the 

reception of Chinese love stories. Famous 

Chinese literary works with the love theme 

include the Yuan play The Story of the Western 

Wing (c. 1300) and the Kunqu opera The 

Peony Pavilion (牡丹亭, 1598) with different 

realizations in the 17th century and of course 

the Red Chamber Dreams. These effects may 

belong to the topos of “dangerous reading.” 

However, people who would also commit 

suicide without having read the particular 

novel may attribute it to a famous tragedy in 

literature to idealize it. Moreover, an 

exaggeration of an already existing suicidal 

intention by literary models is a popular 

narrative. 

The passion of the lovers Precious 

Jade and Mascara Jade can be illustrated 

with the following concrete examples: 

Mascara Jade is the reincarnation of the 

flower Purple Pearl in the celestial realm. 

She is destined to repay the dew given to her 

by the stone and the attendant with tears in 

this world. The tears are the symbol for 

disappointed deep love or passion. Her 

most famous scene, is in chapter 23 when 

she buries petals. This scene also is highly 

symbolic, since the petals stand for female 

beauty and innocence, and the burying is a 

foreshadowing of her own death as an 

innocent girl. In the literature it is often 

overlooked that also Precious Jade buries 

petals again in chapter 62. 

In Chapter 26, Precious Jade catches 

Mascara Jade confessing her love by reciting 

a poem from the Story of the Western Wing. He 

also responds with a poem from the Western 

Wing: 

“[…] when [Precious Jade] brought his 

face close to the window to look in, he 

suddenly heard a long sigh and then the line 

of verse: 
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‘Day after day I fall asleep stunned by 

longing...’7 

These words tickled his soul, and 

when, on closer inspection, he recognized 

Mascara Jade lolling on the bed, he asked 

through the window, laughing, “Why do 

you fall asleep every day stunned by 

longing?” And with that he lifted the door 

curtain and stepped into the house. 

Mascara Jade realized that she had 

revealed herself and involuntarily blushed. 

She covered her face with her sleeve, turned 

to the wall and pretended to be asleep. 

Precious Jade approached her and was 

about to put his arm around her, but then 

he saw that Mascara Jade’s old nurse and 

two more slave women had come in with 

her. “Your cousin is asleep,” they said, 

“come back when she is awake!” 

But no sooner had they said that than 

Mascara Jade spun around, sat up, and 

asked, ‘Who’s sleeping here?’ 

Smiling, the women explained, “We 

thought you were asleep, Miss.” And already 

they called to Nightingale, “The miss is 

 
7 ##citation##Also a quote from the Story of 

the Western Wing, there the main hero says it to 

Hongniang, the slave girl of his lover. 

awake. Come in to wait on her!” With that 

they went out again. 

Sitting on the bed, Mascara Jade 

arranged her temple hair, smiling as she 

asked Precious Jade, ‘What are you sneaking 

in here for while I’m asleep?’ 

When Precious Jade saw that Mascara 

Jade’s starry eyes were veiled and her 

fragrant cheeks flushed red, it gave his soul 

a jolt. He took a seat on a chair and asked 

with a smile, ‘What were you talking about 

just now?’ - 

‘Nothing at all I spoke,’ Mascara Jade 

claimed. 

‘Well, wait! I heard everything,’ said 

Precious Jade. […] Then Precious Jade 

recited with a smile: 

 “You dear girl, you! 

  If I was to go with your Miss8 

  share the marital camp, 

  you are too good, 

  to fix the bedding for us...” 

Immediately, Mascara Jade looked 

down at the ground and asked, “What did 

you say?” 
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“I didn’t say anything at all,” Precious 

Jade claimed with a smile. 

Mascara Jade, however, said with tears: 

“Is this the latest thing, that you repeat 

before me boorish swear words that you 

picked up outside, and make fun of me with 

expressions from licentious books? For that 

I am just good enough for the gentlemen to 

take out their boredom on me!” With that 

she got off the bed crying and went out. 

Precious Jade did not know what to do 

and went after her, agitated. “Dearest 

cousin!” he begged, “I deserve to die on the 

spot. [...]” 

In chapter 98, the passion of Precious Jade’s 

grief is described when he sees his dead 

beloved: “When they arrived and saw 

Mascara Jade’s coffin, Duchess Mother 贾

母 almost had a crying fit herself and was 

only saved from it by the intervention of 

Splendid Phoenix 熙凤  and the others 

present. Lady King 王氏 was also crying. 

Silk Fabrics Plum 李纨 then asked the 

Duchess Mother and Lady King to retire to 

the inner rooms, which they did, still crying. 

When Precious Jade arrived, his thoughts 

went back to the days before he became ill. 

Today Mascara Jade was still there, but 

already dead. How close they had once 

been! Today he was saying goodbye to a 

dead woman! How sad that was! The 

passionate nature of his grief began to worry 

everyone, and everyone tried to comfort 

him. However, he was already beside 

himself with weeping and wanted to die 

himself.” 

In chapter 111 there is an illuminating 

passage from the supernatural frame story 

about the nature of passion: 

Mandarin Duck, the servant of 

Duchess Mother, takes her own life with the 

rope and follows her mistress to death. Her 

soul meets Frivolity Grain 秦可卿 in the 

afterlife. The latter says: “I once held the 

highest rank in the tribunal of love and 

disillusionment. Under my responsibility 

was the retribution of the debt of passion. I 

went down to the human world where I was 

naturally destined to be the leading 

benefactress. My mission was to bring the 

lovesick boys and the lovesick girls back to 

the tribunal very quickly and see to the 

retribution of their debts through my death 

with a pendant necklace. Part of this mission 

was my karma to punish me. I have now 

seen through the deception of mortal love, 

rising above the sea of passion to return to 

the paradise of love. This leaves a vacancy 

in the land of illusions, in the realm of 

tender infatuation. You were chosen by 



WOESLER. PASSION IN THE RED CHAMBER DREAMS. EJSIN 11 (2020) 65 - 94 81 

disillusionment to take my place, and I was 

sent to accompany you there.” – 

“But I am a dispassionate person!” 

protested Mandarin Duck 鸳鸯. “How can 

I be understood as a lover?” – 

“You don’t understand,” the other 

replied, “Mortals see lust and love as the 

same thing. That is, they practice all kinds of 

covetousness and immorality, and dismiss it 

as ‘harmless romance’. They do not 

understand the true meaning of the word 

‘love’. Before the feelings of pleasure, anger, 

sorrow and joy stir in the human breast, the 

‘natural state’ of love exists. Stirring these 

feelings creates passion. Our kind of love, 

yours and mine, is the previous natural state. 

It is like a bud waiting to open. This 

passionless love is not true love.” 

Mandarin Duck’s soul signaled her 

understanding with a nod, and followed 

Frivolity Grain. 

In fact, as the novel progresses, 

Mandarin Duck appears in the role of the 

chairwoman of the Tribunal of Love and 

Disillusionment. 

In chapter 113, Nightingale, the maid of 

Mascara Jade, is described: Nightingale was 

very unhappy after Precious Jade’s visit, and 

she, too, lay awake all night, crying and 

deeply introverted: ‘It seemed clear that the 

family had conspired and deceived him with 

this marriage, at a time when he was too ill 

to understand. Afterwards, when he realized 

what he had done, he suffered one of his fits 

and has not been able to stop crying and 

moping about it since. He was obviously not 

the heartless, mean person I thought he was. 

Well, today his submissiveness was so 

touching, I really felt sorry for him. What a 

terrible shame it is that Miss Mascara Jade 

never had the good fortune to be his wife! 

Such unions are clearly dictated by fate. 

Until fate shows itself, men go on indulging 

in blind passion and wild thoughts. Then, 

when the die is cast and the truth is known, 

the stupid may remain unmoved, but those 

who really care, the men of true feelings, can 

only weep bitterly for their useless romantic 

feelings, the tragedy of their worldly 

sorrows. She is dead and knows nothing. 

But he is still alive, and there is no end to his 

suffering and misery. Better is the fate of the 

plant and the stone, to be deprived of 

knowledge and consciousness, but at least 

blessed with pure and peaceful thoughts!” 

In chapter 118, Precious Hairpin explains 

the difference between her marriage of 

convenience with the protagonist Precious 

Jade and his passionate relationship with his 

lover Mascara Jade: “Since we are now 

husband and wife,” she replied, “I should be 
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able to ask you for support throughout our 

lives. Our lives together should be based on 

more than a moment of passion. Fame and 

wealth are insubstantial as a cloud, – I can 

understand that. But even long ago the wise 

praised the qualities and virtues of 

character.” 

g) In the novel, the word “passion” appears 

in two chapter headings, including the final 

chapter of the novel: “Hidden Truth 

Potterymaker 甄士隐 explains in detail the 

nature of passion and illusion”. In Chapter 

120, Hidden Truth explains Rain Village 雨

村 where the twelve beauties of the novel 

come from: “The fact is that all these noble 

ladies you refer to come from the heavens 

of passions and the lakes of retribution.” 

The book ends with: 

One day, Dauist Emptiness again 

passed by the foot of Green Mountain and 

saw the stone ‘which had been found unfit 

to repair Heaven’ still lying there, with the 

same inscription as before. He read the 

inscription carefully again and noticed that a 

whole new section had been added about 

how destiny ended. He nodded, sighed, and 

said, “When I first read this strange story 

about Brother Stone, I thought it worthy of 

publication in a novella, and copied it down 

with that intention. But at that time it was 

unfinished. The inner circle was not yet 

closed. In the earlier version, nothing led 

back to the origin of the stone. I wonder 

when this admirable addition could have 

been added? Through it, the reader can learn 

that the life experiences of the ‘Brother 

Stone’ only sharpened his spiritual 

perception and now led him to a more 

complete awareness of the Dau. In the end, 

he had no cause for remorse or regret. But 

as the years go by, the letters of this newer 

version of the inscription may become 

illegible. I had better transcribe it again in its 

complete form and find someone in this 

world with the leisure to receive it, that it 

may be published and the message delivered 

that things are not always what they seem, 

that the unusual and the ordinary, truth and 

fiction, are all related. Perhaps young people 

infatuated with the dream of life will find an 

echo in this story and be led back to their 

true home. While to the free spirits of the 

high mountains in the account of Brother 

Stone’s transformation, as in the older story 

of the wandering of the Magic Mountain, a 

light may dawn upon their own aspirations.”  

So Emptiness wrote it all down, tucked 

this new version up his sleeve, and took it 

with him to the wealthy, pretentious world 

of men to seek a suitable man for the task 

of its publication. But all the men he 



WOESLER. PASSION IN THE RED CHAMBER DREAMS. EJSIN 11 (2020) 65 - 94 83 

encountered were either too busy with their 

own careers or struggling with their daily 

survival, so they had neither the leisure nor 

the inclination to chat about a stone. Then 

Emptiness finally reached the small hut at 

the ferry landing; there he saw a sleeping 

man, whom he thought was an idler, and 

decided to give him the Story of the Stone to 

read. But although he called him several 

times, he could not wake him up. At last he 

lifted him up and shook him, whereupon 

the man opened his eyes. The man skimmed 

the book and put it down, saying, “I saw all 

this with my own eyes. As far as I can see, 

your report contains no errors. Allow me to 

tell you of a man who can carry the story for 

you into this world and thereby bring this 

strange affair to a proper conclusion.” – 

“Who do you mean?” asked 

Emptiness impatiently. 

“You must wait until a certain time of 

a certain day of a certain month of a certain 

year. At that hour, you must enter a certain 

building dedicated to the memory of the Red 

Chamber, where you will meet a certain Mr. 

Cao Xueqin. Just tell him, “Rain Village 

 
9  “Tale in harsh words” is homophone to the 

name “Rain Village Merchant” (贾雨村). 

Merchant says...” and ask him to do this and 

that! 

Rain Village fell asleep again, and 

Emptiness carefully noted down his tasks. 

At some point, after an uncountable amount 

of generations, an infinity of eons, there 

really was the aforementioned building and 

inside it a Mr. Cao Xueqin, who followed 

the stories of days gone by. Emptiness did 

as he was instructed. He repeated Rain 

Village’s words and gave him the Story of the 

Stone to read. This Mr. Cao smiled and said, 

“Truly harsh words like a rain village 

merchant’s tale!”9 – 

“How is it that you know this man, Sir? 

Can I infer that you are willing to convey 

this story for him?” – 

“You are aptly named Emptiness,” 

Cao remarked with a smile. “You have 

nothing in your stomachs, just an empty 

space. These may be harsh words, but they 

contain no meaningless errors or 

nonsensical passages. It would be a great 

pleasure to share this with a few like-minded 

friends, over an after-dinner wine or to 

dispel the loneliness of a rainy evening. It 

doesn’t require a pompous person to praise 
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or publicize it. The way you rigidly rummage 

through facts, you resemble a man who has 

lost his sword in the water and thinks he can 

find it again by marking a side of his boat. 

You resemble a man who plays a zither with 

the tuning screws stuck.” 

Emptiness raised his head and burst 

out laughing, dropped the manuscript on 

the floor and walked briskly away. As he 

walked, he said to himself: ‘So it was all pure 

nonsense! Author, copyist and reader don’t 

matter in the world. It’s all just for fun, a 

game, diversion!’ 

A later reader of the manuscript added 

a four-line Gätha to expand on the author’s 

original afterword: 

“When the sorrow for the useless 

words of poetry 

seems more real than real life,  

remember that life itself is only a 

dream. 

And do not smile at the reader’s tears.” 

 

3.2 Sexual Passion 

Yu points out that sexuality is often 

treated separately by scientists in modern 

times, but according to the classics it is one 

of the normal needs. 

I also illustrate this section with 

contemporary illustrations from albums of 

the imperial court, especially during the 

reign of Qianlong, among others, some of 

which illustrate well-known erotic literature, 

but some of which were independent 

collections.  

Emperor Qianlong, when he was 

older, had a young lover, the guardian He 

Shen 和珅 . Early Western visitors and 

missionaries reported being amazed by the 

openness with which sexuality was acted 

out, especially homosexual practices. 

Chinese law knew no punishment for 

sexuality, only non-consensual sex. 

 

 

Fig. 7: Erotic depiction at the time of the 

Qing Dynasty, Cahill 2012. 
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Pornographic literature was 

widespread in late Ming and early Qing, as 

mentioned above: Jin Ping Mei (ca. 1600), Li 

Yu: Prayer Mats of Flesh (1693). 

In the Red Chamber Dreams, Cao 

describes all possible variations of acting out 

sexual passion, although not as vividly as in 

the deliberately pornographic novels, but in 

hints, such as “cloud and rain play” (Cf.: 

“wind-moon play”). 

In chapter 4, “passion” is used to 

describe, in a modern and positive way for 

the time, the sexual preference of a young 

man: “At the age of eighteen, nineteen, he 

felt a fierce passion for men and felt the 

greatest aversion to women.” This is given 

as a context of justification to emphasize 

Feng Yuan’s honorable intentions in 

purchasing his wife-to-be. 

In the Red Chamber Dreams, sexuality 

and even homosexuality are addressed, but 

the emphasis is less on explicit description. 

Minford added that in two instances 

(Woesler 2011), and more on the taboos 

associated with sexuality. 

 

 

Fig. 8: Erotic depiction at the time of the 

Qing Dynasty, Cahill 2012. 

 

Frivolity Grain 秦可卿 has the most 

sexually dissolute lifestyle (nymphomaniac). 

During a tryst with her father-in-law in the 

Heavenly Scent Pavilion, she is discovered 

by the two maids Auspicious Pearl 瑞珠 and 

Precious Pearl 宝珠. Frivolity Grain hangs 

herself in the pavilion out of shame. 

Auspicious Pearl kills herself and Precious 

Pearl vows to become Frivolity Grain’s 

daughter (thus saying nothing).  
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Fig. 9: Erotic depiction at the time of the 

Qing Dynasty, Cahill 2012. 

 

Zhi Yanzhai, in the margin of Chapter 

13 of the Jiagengben, demanded that the 

suicide of Frivolity Grain that had actually 

taken place and its reason should not be 

published so as not to make a bad 

impression: “therefore, this must be 

deleted.” 

 

The first experiences of the 

protagonist entering puberty are gathered in 

his dream in the chamber of his niece 

Frivolity Grain and later with his maids.  

 

 

Fig. 10: Sex scene with Precious Jade and 

Mascara Jade from a cartoon, reprinted with 

permission from Liu Jinxin. 

 

d) The Mirror Motif 

Chapter 12 describes how the 

narcissistic Omen Merchant 贾瑞 looks at 

himself in the “enchanted mirror of love,” 

gaining sexual experience and indulging 

himself. The motive to frequent sex 

practices and semen ‘loss’, which eventually 

leads to death, is carried out here with an 

enchanted mirror that seduces the victim to 

this practice. 

“Not yet married at the age of twenty, 

but with Splendid Phoenix’s image 

constantly before his eyes, he naturally 

helped off the deficiency with his fingers. In 

addition, the two times hypothermia had 

overtaxed his strength. One thing led to 

another, and before he knew it, he was sick. 

His heart was swollen, his appetite 

diminished, his feet were like absorbent 
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cotton, his eyes like full of vinegar. At night 

he sweated, during the day he was tired, 

semen was found in his urine and blood in 

his sputum.” 

[...] [The Dauist warned:] “[...] But you 

must not reflect yourself in your front, only 

in the back! That is the most important 

thing! In three days I’ll come back and pick 

up the mirror, then you’ll be cured for sure.” 

With that, he left without paying attention 

to anyone, even though everyone urged him 

to stay. 

Omen Merchant reached for the 

mirror and thought, “A strange person, this 

Dauist! But why shouldn’t I try what it’s like 

to look in the mirror!!!” 

He lifted it up to reflect himself in the 

back and saw a dead body in it. This 

frightened him so much that he quickly 

closed the mirror and cursed: “Damned 

dauist! To frighten me like that! Now I’m 

reflected in the front after all!” He did so 

and caught sight of Splendid Phoenix in the 

mirror, beckoning him to her. Joy filled his 

heart, and then he felt himself swaying as he 

floated into the mirror, where he played the 

cloud-and-rain game with Splendid 

Phoenix. After that, she led him out. 

As he lay back in bed and opened his 

eyes with an “O wow!” the mirror slipped 

from his grasp, and he again caught sight of 

the skeleton in its rear. Omen Merchant 

realized that he was sweating all over his 

body and lying in a puddle of his semen, but 

his desire was not yet satisfied, so he turned 

the mirror around again so that he could 

look into the front. Again Splendid Phoenix 

stood there beckoning him, and he went to 

her. 

This was repeated three or four times, 

then, just as he was about to leave the mirror 

once again, two men came up to him, tied 

him with an iron chain and dragged him 

away. “At least let me take the mirror!” cried 

Omen Merchant, and that was the last 

sentence he could speak. 

The people who cared for him only 

saw how he first held the mirror in his hand 

and reflected himself in it, then the mirror 

slipped away from him, he opened his eyes 

and reached for it again. Finally, the mirror 

slipped from his hand once again, but 

Omen Merchant did not move. When they 

stepped closer and looked, there was no life 

left in him, and he was lying in a large pool 

of semen. 

 

The second place where passion 

appears in the chapter title is chapter 87: “a 

flood of passions allows an evil demon to 
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disturb the serenity of the Zen”. In it, the 

nun Mysterious Jade 妙玉 , who has vowed 

chastity, visions her imminent kidnapping 

by bandits with clear intentions. This 

robbery is actually described 35 chapters 

later, in chapter 112 describing the scandal 

of a nun who has vowed chastity, yet is 

robbed by a bandit with definite intentions: 

“Where she sat, she could perceive a 

strange smell that penetrated right into her 

head, and her limbs gradually became numb 

and she was unable to move, her mouth no 

longer able to speak. Panic seized her. 

Helplessly, she saw a stranger enter her 

room, a man, with a glittering knife in his 

hand. Although she was paralyzed, her head 

was still clear, and thinking that she would 

be killed, she mentally resigned herself to 

her fate and made herself surprisingly free 

of fear. Then, to her astonishment, the man 

dropped the knife back into his leather case, 

which hung over his shoulder, came to her 

and put both arms gently around her. He 

caressed her briefly, then lifted her on his 

back. Now Mysterious Jade was too tired to 

understand what was going on with her. The 

drugs had made her slip into a deep stupor, 

and she surrendered her virgin body to the 

stranger’s hands to do as he wished. 

[...] 

It is not known what became of 

Mysterious Jade later, whether she 

voluntarily surrendered to her robber’s 

wishes or whether she resisted and died as a 

result.” 

In Redology research it is considered 

largely undisputed that the protagonist 

Precious Jade is bisexual. We can find a hint 

in a scene from chapter 93: 

Within a short time, the leader of the 

troupe arrived with two placards, one 

regular and one fancy in the shape of an 

ivory plaque, and greeted his patron by 

kneeling on one knee on the ground, 

Manchu style, and announcing: 

“Will the gentlemen please select their 

favorite pieces?” 

He passed the gentlemen and came to 

Amnesty Merchant 贾赦, who was selecting 

something. Then he looked at Precious 

Jade, rushed straight to him, greeted him 

very elegantly and said: 

“Would Mr. Precious Jade be good 

enough to choose two pieces from our list?” 

Precious Jade looked at his face. Those 

lightly powdered white cheeks, those lips as 

red as rouge, that fresh glow, like a lotus 

reaching out of the water, that elegantly 

swaying gait, like a jade tree in the wind - 

well, it was none other than his old friend 
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Jade Box General 蒋玉函 ! Precious Jade 

remembered hearing of the latter’s arrival in 

the city with his own troupe. He also 

remembered wondering why he still had not 

heard from him. Meeting him now in such a 

formal setting made him unable to jump up 

spontaneously, and he had to settle for 

asking: 

“When did you arrive?” 

Jade Box quickly glanced from left to 

right, then whispered with a confidential 

smile: 

“Surely you knew I was here?” 

Precious Jade felt too inhibited to 

continue this conversation and confusedly 

chose any dramas. 

When Jade Box General returned 

backstage, the guests started talking about 

him. 

“Who is this person?” – “He has 

always played the female role,” one of them 

began. “Now that he’s older, he’s given that 

up and become the head of the troupe. He 

used to play the female role, now he plays 

the young male lead. He earns some money 

and already opened two or three stores. But 

nothing could keep him away from the 

stage, so he became the head of the acting 

troupe.” 

Some said he had already married. 

Others said he had clear views on it. For 

him, marriage is not a game, but a matter for 

life. Whether one is rich or poor, the partner 

must have a suitable talent. That’s why he 

hasn’t found one yet. 

‘I wonder what lucky daughter will 

marry him,’ Precious Jade thought secretly 

to himself, ‘to marry such a talent is good 

luck.’ 

 

3.3 Different Passions of Various 

Characters in the Novel 

Rain Village Merchant, a poor scholar 

who is distantly related to the protagonist, is 

given a civil servant position as a municipal 

leader, and here he passionately tries to 

govern justly and without corruption. 

Author Cao Xueqin shows by his failure 

that the system is too unjust and corrupt to 

tolerate people who actually embody its 

ideals. 

Splendid Phoenix is a smart woman 

who manages the large household with a 

hard hand. She puts her passion into perfect 

housekeeping, with her scheming and 

keeping up the appearance of a standard of 

living that has long been unsustainable. 

The Second Ni 倪二 has a passion for 

alcohol, ch. 24. 
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4. Passions of the Author in 

Documenting the Society of that Time 

As stated in the preface, the author was 

aware of the uniqueness of his social mores 

painting, in which he says: “What is eaten 

and drunk in the girls’ chambers [and] of the 

true feelings of the young people [...] no one 

has ever reported.” 

In fact, the protagonist values every 

person without regard to class, and the 

novel describes simple peasants, such as 

Grandma Liu 刘姥姥, drunkards, robbers, 

scholars, officials, judges, eunuchs, 

concubines, ministers, and even the 

emperor and the world in which they live. 

Each person is not drawn black or white, as 

was the case in most of the literary tradition 

before, but in numerous shades of gray. 

This meticulousness in resurrecting the 

lost world of luxurious red women 

chambers shows the underlying passion of 

the author who, in this novel, which is his 

life’s work, might want to commemorate the 

twelve beauties and to process the guilt he 

feels.  

 

5. Passion of the Readers and the Fan 

Community 

Were the Red Chamber Dreams just 

popular or cult? The first readers not just 

enthusiastically, but passionately devoted 

themselves to the manuscripts, as we know 

from the handwritten annotations, e.g. by 

Red Inkstone 脂砚斋. The reason is simple: 

Their relatives or close friends were 

personally involved or they themselves were 

personally involved. They confirmed with 

their comments the authenticity of the 

setting. This corresponds to Cao’s claim in 

chapter 1, to write “what is eaten and drunk 

in the girls’ chambers” and to document the 

“true feelings of the young people”. The 

first readers shared with the author the 

knowledge of the actual events in the 

extended Cao family, shared his grief over 

the decline of the family and his pain over 

the irretrievability of a happy childhood in 

better times. They document this passion in 

the seriousness of their comments, in 

which, for example, they demanded changes 

so that the honor of family members who 

were still alive was not compromised. 

We also know from the “Preface [1] 序言” 

of the Cheng A edition 程甲本 1791 by 

Cheng Weiyuan 程伟元, the “Preface [2] 序

言” of the Cheng A edition 程甲本 1791 by 
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Gao E 高鶚 and “Preface [3] 引言” of the 

Cheng B edition 程乙本 1792 by Gao E 

and Cheng Weiyuan: The manuscript was 

traded “for a substantial amount of money” 

(zhide shu jin 值得数金 [1] and zhong jia 重

价 [1]), the translation was for the “public 

good” [1, 3], it was “passed down for a long 

time” yuanchuan jijiu 沿传既久 [3] and was 

secretely collected suocang mi gao 所藏秘稿 

[3] and scholars and high officials have 

already appreciated the novel since long jiu 

wei ming gong ju qing shangjian 久为名公钜卿

赏鉴 . [3]. Therefore, the novel created a 

passionate community, collectors gathered 

together the scattered manuscripts and 

copies and were even trying to borrow the 

manuscripts from Gao E and Cheng 

Weiyuan [3]. So there was an early fan cult. 

The appearance of edition 1 1791 triggered 

extreme demand, which was met with a 

second edition after only about one hundred 

days. Within a few years, the novel reached 

Japan and Korea; after twenty-four years, 

the novel found its way into Chinese-

English encyclopedias, and novel excerpts 

into textbooks in Macao and Hong Kong in 

1816: “Dialogue V”, in: 《中文对话与单

句》Dialogues and Detached Sentences in the 

Chinese Language, with a free and verbal 

translation in English, collected from various 

sources, Macao: East India Company Press 

1816. 

The first excerpts in English and French 

were distributed in Europe under the title 

Red Chamber Dreams: 

1. Barrow, John. “Art. IV Narrative of a 

Journey in the Interior of China, and of a 

Voyage to and from that Country, in the 

Years 1816 and 1817; containing an 

Account of the most interesting 

Transactions of Lord Amherst's Embassy to 

the Court of Peking, and Observations on 

the Countries which it visited. By Clarke 

Abel F.L.S. London 1818. William Gifford 

ed. Quarterly Review 21:41 (Jan 1819), pp. 67-

91, here pp. 79-80. 

 2. “Rêves de la Chambre rouge”. »Avant-

propos du traducteur francais«. Antoine-

André Bruguière), Lao-seng-eul [老生兒 ], 

Comédie Chinoise, suivie de San-iu-leou, ou Les 

trois étages consacrés, conte moral ; Traduits du 

chinois en anglais, par J. F. Davis de la factorerie 

de Canlon ; et de l'anglais en français, par A. 

Bruguière de Sorsum; avec additions du traducteur, 

Paris: Rey et Gravier / London: A. B. Dulau 

& Co. 1819, 227 pp., pp. 141-164, here pp. 

150-151. 
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Today, the story exists in numerous 

media forms, including television series, 

comics, and computer games. 

The novel ranks 4th on the perennial 

bestseller list in Germany, see Scheck, Denis 

2013, https://bit.ly/HLM_4.  

 

6. Passion of Scholarship 

The Red Chamber Dreams have a 

hermeneutic tradition comparable only to 

the Bible. The latter partly being composed 

more than 2000 years ago, compared to the 

Dreams, which were composed around 

1750-1759. Many universities have chairs or 

institutes devoted exclusively to this one 

work. There are two important journals: Red 

Chamber Studies 红楼梦学刊 and Cao Xueqin 

Studies 曹雪芹研究. 

As I have elaborated in 2016, in the 

Western reception, the novel was -

instrumentalized early on, ethnocentric 

scholars took it as evidence of the 

backwardness of Chinese culture, as 

evidence for their own abstruse theories 

about poetry, for the amusement of the 

“beaux and belles,” seemingly exotic 

passages from it as evidence for the 

authenticity of their own Chinoiserie fantasy 

novels, etc.  

 

Conclusion 

This paper has collected proofs from 

the novel that “passion” is a central 

ingredient and motif of the Chinese Qing 

novel Red Chamber Dreams and is also central 

to his author Cao Xueqin, who lived in 

permissive times, but still wanted to create a 

work of art different from conventional 

romance novels. He did not satisfy readers’ 

longing for pornography with graphic 

descriptions like in Jin Ping Mei, but declared 

to describe the real feelings of young people 

and enrich it with details of various kinds 

from the luxurious girls’ chambers. In his 

understanding of emotions, and especially 

“passion” as unique to humans, he ranks 

humanity higher than celestial creatures, 

who lack this kind of passionate feelings 

both of pain and (physical and platonic) love 

and therefore are sent down to earth to 

experience human passion in order to 

transcend them. The protagonist finally 

becomes a Buddhist monk. This conception 

is entirely consistent with the Buddhist 

worldview, in which nirvana shall be 

reached through experience and liberation 

from earthly passions and rebirth as a 

human being is preferred to rebirth as a god, 

since gods are bored for lack of existential 

challenges and genuine feelings. This 

secures Cao Xueqin a place in the olymp of 
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world writers alongside Johann Wolfgang 

von Goethe, who incorporates similar 

insights in Faust, where the human is 

tempted by passion, but finally does not give 

in to Mephisto. The culturally-independent 

human feeling of “passion” is shared by 

readers across time and space. 

 

References 

Brazier, David. (2002) The feeling Buddha: A 

Buddhist psychology of character, adversity 

and passion. Palgrave Macmillan 

Cahill, James. (2012) Chinese Erotic Painting. 

Digital publication. Web: 

http://jamescahill.info/illustrated-

writings/chinese-erotic-painting. Last 

access: 8/2/2021.  

Descartes, René (1649) Les Passions de l'âme 

Graver, Margaret. (2008) Stoicism and 

Emotion. Chicago: University of 

Chicago Press 

Halwani, Raja. "Temperance and Sexual 

Ethics." Sex, Love, and Friendship. Brill 

Rodopi, 2011. 419-428 

Huang, Martin W. (2001) Desire and Fictional 

Narrative in Late Imperial China. 

Cambridge, Mass. and London: 

Harvard University Press, pp. 176-205.  

McMahon, Keith. (2010) Polygamy and 

Sublime Passion: Sexuality in China on the 

Verge of Modernity. Honolulu: 

University of Hawaii Press.  

van Hooft, Stan. (2013) "Sex, Temperance, 

and Virtue." Virtues in Action. London: 

Palgrave Macmillan. 55-69. 

Wang, Hansi Lo. (2012) “In ‘Red Chamber,’ 

A Love Triangle For The Ages.” NPR. 

https://www.npr.org/ 

2012/07/15/156143707/in-red-

chamber-a-love-triangle-for-the-

ages?t=1575231975075 

Wilson, Jeff. (2010) Saṃsāra and Rebirth, in 

Buddhism. Oxford: Oxford University 

Press  

Woesler, Martin (2010a). “History of the 

Translations of the title Red Chamber 

Dreams and a new Finding”. Monograph 

for the Studies of Hongloumeng Translation 

& Communication  Acta Linguistica et 

Litteraturaria Sinica Occidentalia 3 

(2010): 66-88 [Chinese] 

Woesler, Martin (2010b). “ ‘To Amuse the 

Beaux and Belles’ The Early Western 

Reception of the Hongloumeng”. 

Journal of Sino-Western Communications 2 

(2010.12) 2:81-107 

Woesler, Martin. (2011) “Being Explicit 

About the Implicit – John Minford’s 

Translation of the last Forty Chapters 

of The Story of the Stone with a Field 



94 EUROPEAN JOURNAL OF SINOLOGY  11 (2020) 

Study on two Sexually Arousing 

Scenes”. Hong lou meng xue kan 6: 274-

289 

Woesler, Martin (2015). “The Impact of 

Cao Xueqin and the Red Chamber 

Dreams in Europe”. Hong lou meng xue 

kan 5: 229–246 

Woesler, Martin (2016a). “The Waves of the 

‘Stone’ – Early Reception of Chinese 

Literature in the West with the core of 

Instrumentalization and Exotization 

of the disseminated Red Chamber 

Dreams”. Studies of Caoxueqin 1:118–

127 

Woesler, Martin, ed. (2016b) Cao Xueqin, 

Gao E et al. Der Traum der Roten Kammer 

oder Die Geschichte vom Stein [Red Chamber 

Dreams or The Story of the Stone], Peking: 

Foreign Languages Press 2016-01-01, 

ISBN 9787119094120, 4813 pages, 6 

vols., hardcover, transl. by Rainer 

Schwarz and Martin Woesler; Chinese-

German bilingual edition 

Woesler, Martin (2019). “Things Unspoken 

in the Red Chamber Dreams” European 

Journal of Sinology 11:# 

Yu, Anthony, C. Rereading the Stone: 

Desire and the Making of Fiction in 

Dream of the Red Chamber. Princeton 

University Press, 2001 



INDEX. EJSIN 11 (2020) 125 - 126 125 

Index  

albums of the imperial 

court  86 

Alighieri, Dante  79 

archetype  79 

basic needs  69 

beth din  41, 43, 53, 54, 

64 

Bible  94 

Bioethics  97 

Buddhism  71 

Cao Xueqin Studies  94 

Cao, Xueqin  72, 73 

Chamfort, Nicolas  71 

Cheng, Weiyuan  92 

Christianity  71 

comparative studies  97 

Confucianism  7 

cultivated bioethics  97 

Descartes, René  71, 95 

Desire  22, 39, 95, 96 

Divine Comedy  79 

early Qing  86 

enlightenment  71 

Feng, Menglong  74 

fiction commentary  20, 

27 

foot binding  41 

Gao, E  92 

Golden Age of the 

Kaifeng Jews  41 

guilt  76 

Hebrew-Persian 

language  41 

Hegel, Gottfried 

Wilhelm Friedrich  26, 

39 

history of reading  20 

homosexuality  87 

Islam  71 

Islamism  70 

Jin Dynasty  26, 28 

Jin Ping Mei  74, 86 

Kaifeng  41, 42, 43, 44, 

45, 46, 47, 48, 49, 50, 

51, 52, 53, 54, 55, 56, 

57, 58, 59, 60, 61, 62, 

63, 64, 65, 66 

Kant, Immanuel  97 

Kashrut  41, 45, 58 

Kehila  41, 43, 46, 47, 

48, 53, 55, 56, 64 

King Hailing  25, 26, 29, 

31, 38 

Lenz, Jakob Michael 

Reinhold  80 

Li Yu: Prayer Mats of 

Flesh  87 

Li Yu: Prayer Mats of 

the Flesh  74 

Lisao  72 

love  21, 35, 67, 69, 70, 

74, 75, 77, 78, 79, 80, 

82, 83, 88, 94, 95 

Mao Zedong  21, 25, 36, 

39 

Ming dynasty  21, 41, 49, 

50, 56, 61, 64 

mirror motif  88 

Mommsen, Theodor  72 

passion  67, 68, 70, 72, 

75, 76, 77, 80, 84, 86, 

87, 91, 92, 94, 95 

Peony Pavilion  80 

Qianlong, Emperor  86 

Qu, Yuan  72 

Red Chamber Dreams  

67, 68, 72, 73, 75, 87, 

93, 94, 95, 96 

Red Chamber Studies  

94 

Redology  90 

Retrieved History of 

Hailing  20, 25, 26, 27, 



126 EUROPEAN JOURNAL OF SINOLOGY  11 (2020) 

28, 29, 30, 31, 32, 33, 

34, 36, 37, 38 

Romeo and Julia  78 

Sasson  41 

sexuality  25, 67, 69, 86, 

87 

Shakespeare, William  79 

Silk Road  41, 46, 64 

Sorrows of Young 

Werther, The  80 

Spengler., Oswald  97 

Story of the Stone, see 

also: Red Chamber 

Dreams  76 

synagogue  41, 42, 48, 

49, 51, 53, 54, 59, 61, 

62, 64 

taboo  87 

Taiping and Boxer 

rebellions  41 

Tang  7, 8, 9, 10, 11, 12, 

13, 14, 15, 16, 17, 18 

Tang Dynasty  24 

Tang Junyi  74 

Tang poems  73 

Tang Xianzu  22 

The Western Wing  20, 

21, 22, 23, 24, 25, 27, 

29, 30, 31, 32, 33, 34, 

35, 37 

The Western Wing.  33 

vernacular fiction  20, 

26, 33 

Werther effect  80 

Western Wing, The 

Story of the  80 

Yeshiva  41, 43, 54, 64 

Yu, Antony  73 

Zesen, Philipp von  68 

zodiac  7, 8, 9, 10, 12, 13, 

14, 15, 16, 17 

 


