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From True Love to Love in Illusion: Comparing Views
of Love in Peony Pavilion and Wandering in the Garden,

Waking from a Dream
Liu Jun

Abstract: Through the love story of Du Liniang and Liu Mengmei in Peony Pavilion, Tang Xianzu the
playwright artistically pushed love to the extreme of madness: true love transcends life and death: “although
not knowing how it happens, love goes so deep that the living can die for it and the dead can come to life
for it, and it is not true love if the living cannot die together or the dead cannot come to life again. In such
extreme forms of love, Tang showed the passionate expression of Chinese people on the one hand and used
love as the driving force to attack the thoughts and ideas of neo-Confucianism that shackled such human
feelings on the other. Peony Pavilion showed his progressiveness both in thought and in art. More than
300 years after Tang, modern writer Kenneth Xianyong Pai wrote the short story Wandering in the Garden,
Waking from a Dream, in which he not only took over such themes from Peony Pavillion as “wandering in the
garden” and “waking from a dream,” but also echoed Tang’s concept and expression of love and changed
Tang’s true love into love in illusion. On the one hand, he artistically revealed the illusoriness of love and
the disillusionment it results in. on the other hand, he overturned the purity and one-sidedness of love and
showed a modern, philosophical, reflective view of love, a viewed pioneered by the novel A Dream of Red
Mansions. Through love in illusion, Pai showed us illusory love and demonstrated love's modern existence
in expression and reflection. From a historical perspective, Tang not only boldly eulogized love and the
sexual desire and made it a breakthrough point in criticizing neo-Confucianism, but also reached a new
height in literary expression of feelings. Pai also elaborated love and expressed, from the angle of love, the
dilemma and tragedy of human existence. He showed us the indeterminacy and illusoriness of love in the
context of “life as a dream,” thus offering on such basis a modern reflection of love in its essence. From
Tang’s view and expression of true love to Pai’s understanding and demonstration of love in illusion, we see
that Chinese writers of different historical periods demonstrate different modes of understanding love, and

we see a historical trajectory of understanding and expressing love from ancient writers to the writers today.
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