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Stephen Owen, “Place: Meditation on the Past at Chin-ling,” Harvard Journal of Asiatic Studies

50, no. 2 (December 1990), p. 421: “To confront Chin-ling was to recall the past.” H55 7 B i
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Hans H. Frankel, The Flowering Plum and the Palace Lady: Interpretations of Chinese Poetry

(New Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 1976), pp. 104-27.
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The “Six Dynasties” Theme in
The Dream of the Red Chamber

(Abstract)

Ou Li-chuan

This paper analyses the “Six Dynasties” as a cultural horizon in The Dream of the
Red Chamber. 1 use the term cultural horizon to refer to an interwoven image/symbol
complex—consisting of spatial imagery, time imagery, and social class imagery—
which is permeated with a specific aesthetic orientation and lifestyle. This study anal-
yses how the complex is reflected in the text of the novel. Based on this analysis, one
can see the “Six Dynasties” horizon as a specific space-time coordinates for the novel,
with a unique frame of reference.

First, on a historical-chronological dimension, “Six Dynasties” is a specific pe-
riod of the Chinese history, a distant past. It is precisely the time when Jinling (now
Nanjing) and the region in which it was located (Jiangnan)—the central place of the
novel—prospered and cultivated its full cultural strength. It is also the time when the
core characteristics of the gentry class were established, and a corresponding lifestyle
and aesthetics blossomed.

Interweaving all these themes, the author of The Dream of the Red Chamber
builds up a cultural horizon of a historical depth, in which past and present, the
ancient and the contemporary overlap, echoing and illuminating each other, thereby
producing a deep sense of mourning and remembrance within the novel. It will be
shown that the Jinling complex of The Dream of the Red Chamber has in fact a
deeper origin rooted in the cultural horizon of “Six Dynasties.” With this, a more
complete pedigree of the literary genes of The Dream of the Red Chamber can then
be established.

Keywords:  The Dream of the Red Chamber  Cao Xueqin  Six Dynasties  Jinling

Jiangnan
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