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 Note by Translator

On the Project
Gutenberg website, the authors of Book One and Book Two are both
listed as Aiyuezhuren—Master Who Loves the Moon, clearly a penname.
The real identity of the author remains unknown. The two plays were
written sometime in the Qing Dynasty.

However, the
plays have been attributed by some to a Qing playwright, Li Yu.







Chinese text

 The Chinese text of Book One can be
found on the Project Gutenberg website here.

The Chinese
text of Book Two can be found on the Project Gutenberg website
here.


Book
One

 All the World’s A Stage


Chapter One

Tan Chuyu Travels to Sanqu

Liu Miaogu Languishes in an Opera Troupe

 Out of boredom I pick up a pen
again,

Scouring for
legends old and new to entertain.

But my efforts
have all been in vain,

For in a
theatre does true legend remain.

The most
important concern in a person’s life is his relationships, and the
most important relationship is that between a couple. Marriage is
an event of paramount importance. Legends abound about marital
affairs of beauties and scholars.

This legend
concerns a man who hailed from Xiangyang. His surname was Tan,
given name Shiheng, style name Chuyu. Though blessed with a supreme
intelligence, he was deprived of any material possession. He often
alluded to his family’s illustrious past, but he was vague on the
details. He was also too proud to turn to his well-heeled relatives
for help.

His reputation
as a genius began in his infancy and grew nationwide after he
started schooling. He had an eidetic memory and was extremely
talented with a writing brush.

Unfortunately,
he lost both parents at a young age and had no siblings. His
relatives and friends turned up their noses at him on account of
his abject poverty. Not getting the respect he deserved, Chuyu left
his hometown and led an itinerant life. Emulating the historian
Sima Qian, he befriended mountains and rivers to improve his
writing and cultivate his character.

Carrying only
an umbrella and a bookcase, he traversed the areas between Jiangsu
and Zhejiang. He eked out a living by selecting poems for
bookstores and by selling his own compositions.

Chuyu led a
single and lonely life until he turned twenty years old. If asked
why he had not married, he cited lack of betrothal gift as the
reason. But little did he know, an appropriate wife for a scholar
was never easy to find, even with money. An ancient saying went,
‘Only the kind of beauty that comes along once in a decade could be
a match for a legendary scholar.’

Such a match
was indeed hard to find.

One day, Chuyu
said to himself, ‘I hear there’re plenty of actresses here in Sanqu
County. Earlier this morning, a couple of friends invited me to an
opera performance. I asked them to go ahead without me, as I was
preoccupied with trying to finish an article past due. Now that I’m
done, I should go and check out the play for myself.’

He was still
on his way to the theatre when he spotted his friends coming
back.

Chuyu thought,
‘Never mind then. I’ll stand by the roadside and let them pass
first.’

The opera
audience was an odd mix of old men, youngsters, the bald, the
blind, laymen, and monks.

They were all
walking when one of the women in the crowd shrieked, ‘Someone stole
my shoe! Give it back, or I’ll ask him to carry me home.’

No one
responded. A monk in his forties smirked.

Someone in the
crowd said, ‘Bald monkey, it must be you who took her shoe.’

The monk
refused to hand it over. The crowd swarmed forward and searched
him. The shoe was indeed hidden in his sleeve.

The crowd
shouted, ‘Get him! Get him!’

‘Stop it,’
said the monk. ‘I took the shoe, but only because I needed it.’

‘For what?’
the crowd demanded.

‘I plan to
emulate Bodhidharma,’ the monk said. ‘After facing a wall and
meditating for nine years, he tied his shoe to a walking stick and
returned to the West.’

People
laughed. The monk took advantage of the opportunity and slipped
away.

Chuyu observed
a group of rascals following the lead actress from the opera
troupe. They rubbed shoulders with each other and exchanged knowing
glances.

Chuyu
commented to himself, ‘Shameless! Men and women mingling in such a
public fashion. Acting like buffoons just because they’ve watched a
play!’

He spotted his
two friends in the crowd and approached them. ‘How was the
show?’

His friends
replied, ‘The actors are from the Dancing Rainbow Troupe. They were
all outstanding. The lead actress topped them all. Her name is Liu
Jiangxian. Her voice and figure are superb. Her looks will bewitch
even a monkish man like you. Let me quote a few lines for you.

“An
application of powder will only make her face too white,

Rouge, too
red.

An inch more
and she’ll be too tall,

An inch
less and she’ll be too short.”’

‘Isn’t this a
bit of an overstatement?’ said Chuyu.

‘If you don’t
believe us, come and see for yourself. There’s another play
scheduled in two days.’

‘I will,’ said
Chuyu. Then he recited a verse as well.

‘Heavenly
belles are elusive,

Beyond the
reach of the inattentive.

An appraisal I
will not give,

Unless true
beauty my owns eyes perceive.’

 


Liu Jiangxian
had a husband, Liu Wenqing, a fellow actor in the troupe. He had
amassed quite a fortune since marrying Jiangxian. There were plenty
of actresses, but none of them had struck it rich like her. She had
attractive features and the deportment of a goddess onstage, almost
as if God Erlang, the patron of drama, personally watched over her.
An excellent memory allowed her to remember lines for her own part
as well as those of others, so she could play the roles of both
male lead and female lead, as the situation demanded.

Her
performance had a transformative effect on her audience: a prim and
proper man could turn into a debauchee; a miser could loosen his
purse strings willingly. Jiangxian had her pick of the litter, and
she always chose the most generous patron.

Her
performance in the bedroom was even better than that onstage.
Contented patrons gifted her with a portion of their wealth or at
least several years’ worth of savings. In less than a decade, she
grew quite affluent.

Jiangxian had
a daughter, Miaogu. The fourteen-year-old surpassed her mother in
both beauty and brains. She received academic schooling but had not
yet started training for the stage. Her literary excellence would
prove a boon to her acting life.

One day,
Jiangxian had a talk with Miaogu to impart to her the secret recipe
for wealth and for conquering men.

‘My daughter,’
said Jiangxian, ‘you are fourteen this year, no longer a child.
Your father is putting together another opera troupe. The new
members will be training right alongside you. I’m not worried about
you when it comes to singing, dancing, and acting. But there’s more
to being an actress than just the performance onstage. More money
can be earned offstage, and it’s a skill best cultivated from a
young age.’

‘Mother, a
woman should study needlework, not acting,’ said Miaogu. ‘I don’t
want to train to become an actress. If you insist, I’ll do it, but
I’ll just be an actress and nothing more. If you want me to abandon
my dignity and reputation and stoop to doing something else, the
answer is absolutely no.’

‘Your father
and I are counting on you to make us rich. Why are you being so
stubborn and foolish? What’s the use of dignity and reputation to
women in our position? You can pretend it’s all part of a play and
you’re just playing a role when you spend time with a man,
including in the bedroom. As long as you see it in that light, your
honour and dignity will be intact. There’s no point in clinging
onto your stubborn notions. As an ancient saying goes,

“Honesty
has no place in a bordello.

Fake your
feelings towards that fellow,

And be
rewarded with real jewels and lots of dough.

Getting in bed
with yet another Joe,

Is nothing
but all part of the show.”

‘As your
mother, I’m not going to pimp you out to just anyone. I have here
three pieces of advice for you. Fame and fortune are yours to take
if you heed them. Listen,

They can leer
but they can’t come near.

Tease them you
may but do not go all the way.

Lead them
on but never marry a john.’

‘What do you
mean by “They can leer but they can’t come near”?’ asked
Miaogu.

‘Your entire
figure is on display while you are onstage. Don’t be afraid to
flaunt your body offstage as well. Chat up the men. Toy with them.
But never let them get their hands on you. You are a gourmet dish
that can only be appreciated from afar. Don’t give them a chance to
devour you.’

‘What do you
mean by “Tease them you may but do not go all the way”?’

‘If a rich
businessman or a nobleman wants to sleep with you, you say yes
first, but you put it off, delay and stall and buy as much time as
you can.’

‘What about
“Lead them on but never marry a john”?’

‘When a man is
besotted with you, he’s going to offer to redeem you. Make as if
you can’t wait to go with him. Watch him bend over backwards to try
to raise enough money. When the time comes, tell him the whole
thing has been just a dream—not for real, and you’re not going to
marry him.’

‘If one is
unwilling to sleep with a man,’ asked Jiangxian, ‘why not just give
it to him straight? Why make him jump through so many hoops?’

‘My daughter,
you don’t understand,’ said Jiangxian. ‘The most tantalising
feeling between a man and a woman isn’t borne of skin-to-skin
contact. It’s borne of the stolen glances, the words left unsaid,
and the desires left unfulfilled. Grant a starving man only a whiff
of the delectable wine and meat, for once you let him eat and drink
his fill, the flames of desire are extinguished. If he pines not,
he pays not.’

While they
were talking, Liu Wenqing entered the room and said, ‘Most of the
roles in the new troupe have been filled. I need a company name.
Smart girl, give me some ideas.’

‘Since it’s a
troupe for budding actors,’ said Miaogu, ‘how about Jade Shoots?
Bamboo shoots symbolise growth.’

‘A
particularly apt name,’ said Wenqing. ‘I’m still short of one
actor. I’ll put up a recruitment notice over the front door. Surely
someone will come and apply for the role.’

The notice
ran:

New opera
troupe Jade Shoots is looking for someone to play the role of
painted face. Please apply here if interested.

Miaogu said,
‘If both of my parents want me to join the troupe, I’ll oblige.
Just one thing, I’ll only study plays about loyalty, filial piety,
honesty, justice and Confucianism. I refuse to touch plays filled
with obscene content.’

‘That’s no
problem at all,’ said Wenqing.

Miaogu
thought, ‘I wonder who is playing the male lead? If I’m lucky,
he’ll turn out to be handsome.’

She composed a
poem that went:

Young are the
Jade Shoots members.

They may yet
surpass their elders.

Regardless of
the talent one displays,

The stage is
not a woman’s place.

Please read on
to find out what happened next.
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