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My aims today:

Explaining how 
important this 
novel is to 
Chinese culture;

01
Describing its two 
levels, the social 
and the cosmic;

02
Giving you a sense 
of the novel’s 
historical context, 
as well as its 
textual history.

03



The overarching goal is 
to show you what makes 
this novel so special.



The novel’s importance 
in Chinese culture



A journal dedicated to the
novel



Every medium has had its
versions of The Story of the Stone.



Some of its many 
sequels (obviously 
all written by other 
authors)



Some restaurants recreate 
foods from the novel.



A theme 
park
dedicated 
to the novel.



Some parts of this theme park are
cool—but some, actively creepy.



The two levels of the novel.



The two
levels of

the novel

The mythic

The social



The experiences of a magical
stone, the single one left

unused at the creation of the
universe.



Reincarnated as a 
boy, born with a 
jade in his mouth 
and named Baoyu
(“Precious Jade”)



…but also an
intricately detailed

picture of how
hundreds of people

lived together.



The novel as social and
psychological portrait



Three cousins:

1. Bao-yu, the reincarnated
stone, and the sensitive
favorite son;

2. Dai-yu, orphaned, talented,
and thin-skinned;

3. Bao-chai, even-tempered and
careful with her words.



Unparalleled
detail about 
how people 
lived.



Often from the perspective of lower-status 
characters….



But also 
detailed 

psychological 
observation.



Enslaved characters who 
recognize the injustice of 
their condition.



Some historical background 
before I jump into the mythic



The Qing 
Empire 
(1644-
1912) was 
NOT the 
same thing 
as China.



Their rulers 
were of a 
minority 
ethnicity, called 
Manchu.



…with a military 
organized according 
to different 
“Banners”….



The Emperor as 
a Mongol khan.



The Emperor as a 
Daoist adept.



The Emperor as a 
Tibetan lama



The Emperor 
dressed as 
Louis XV



The Emperor is 
BEYOND any 
local identity.  



A few state-
sponsored 
projects 
under the 
Kangxi 
Emperor

The Ming 
History

The Kangxi 
Dictionary 

A massive, 
state-of-the-art 

map of the 
entire empire

Synthesis of 
Books and 

Illustrations of 
Ancient and 

Modern Times 
(5000 vols)



The novel as speculative 
fiction



A stone converses with a Daoist and a monk



But now it has an inscription that Vanitas reads.



And perhaps that inscription is our novel.



The Story of the Stone
石頭記
What does it mean?



The Story of the Stone
石頭記

According to the novel, what is it?



How are some of the novel’s
many names for itself.



For that matter, how many
versions of the novel are
there in these pages?



Again and again and again!



Are we only,
in the 119
chapters to
follow, only
reading the
inscription
on the
stone?



This is an 
olive pit, 
about an 
inch long.



Its doors 
close.



Who wrote it?



Cao (曹)



Cao (曹) 
Jia (賈)



Cao (曹) 
Jia (賈)
“fake” (jia) 假



The paradox of 
being a Han 
bannerman



The emperor’s “milk 
brother” was Cao 
Xueqin’s ancestor



The textual history
of the novel



The novel’s author was only 
definitively identified in 1922. The 
book was started in the 1740s and 
started circulating in handwritten 
manuscripts in the 1750s. 



In reading the first few 
pages…

WHAT DOES THIS TEXT SAY 
ITS OWN TITLE IS?

WHO DOES THE TEXT SAY 
WRITES IT?

HOW MANY TIMES DOES 
THE ENTIRE NOVEL APPEAR 

IN THE PAGES OF THE 
NOVEL ITSELF?



The novel starts with an
account of the conditions of
its own arising.



Cao Xueqin (1710-1765)



The Story of the Stone was written anonymously.  



The Story of the Stone was not written for the market.  



It circulated in handwritten copies 
(manuscripts) that only went to chapter 80



They started circulating in the 
late 1740s or early 1750s



The Dream of the 
Red Chamber
紅樓夢

(the title of the 
first print copy, 

1791)



Mysteriously 
it has 120 
chapters!



Titles the 
book went 
under in its 
first decades

新評繡像紅樓夢全傳

孫崧甫先生評點紅樓夢

新增批評繡像紅樓夢

新譯紅樓夢

桐花鳳閣評紅樓夢

繡像批點紅樓夢

繡像紅樓夢

新評繡像紅樓夢全傳

妙復軒評石頭記

妙復軒評本繡像石頭記紅樓夢

增評補圖石頭記

繡像石頭記紅樓夢

增評補像全圖金玉緣

增評夾批金玉緣圖說



This complicated 
textual history is 
mirrored in the TEXT 
ITSELF.



Think how many versions of 
the novel (or its events) are 
to be found here.



One of the novel’s 
“introductions,” 
when Lin Daiyu gets 
to see the 
household for the 
first time.





Thank you!
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