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The papers in this panel represent the efforts of three Chinese graduate students at McGill 

University to reread The Story of the Stone, more popularly known by the title Dream of the Red 

Chamber, by Cao Xueqin (1715-1763), and to rethink a set of issues in the great novel by 

drawing on critical approaches in literary studies, art history, and more broadly cultural studies. 

Their rereadings uncover signs of ambivalence, ambiguity, and liminality in the structuring, 

representation, and discursivity in the novel.  

Tianyi Zheng examines the protagonist Baoyu’s qing, or sentimental desire, arguing that it is 

constructed as a liminal state of unmediated spontaneity in Cao Xueqin’s unfinished work of 

eighty chapters, which, in the forty-chapter sequel completed by Gao E, is brought into 

irreconcilable opposition with religious transcendence. Her analysis draws on the key realm 

“dream” in the novel to illuminate the possibility of co-existence.        

From an art historical, material culture point of view, Biao Zhang analyzes the two key objects of 

the stone and jade in the novel, and their relation to the story – the texts that are literally carved 

on them. He attempts to contextualize the fictionalized movements of the stone and jade between 

boundaries and the textual inscriptions they carry in the aesthetic and cultural practices in the 

author’s lived environment.  

In her paper, Lingheng He also engages with the discourse of sentimental desire (qing), but in its 

strategic relation to the representation of illness in female characters. By analyzing two pairs of 

female characters and the different types of illness each pair suffer from, she demonstrates how 

illness is aligned with either sentiment or lust, a pure world within the garden or the impure 

world outside. She concludes that such a strategy of typology shows ambivalence towards qing 

in women.    

With their provocative questions and arguments, the rereadings in these papers demonstrate 

again how The Story of the Stone continues to be interpreted in new ways by new generations of 

readers.  


