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Celebrating Cao Xueqin’s 300th anniversary — 3rd International Dream
of the Red Chamber Conference Europe

Folkwang University of Arts, Essen/Germany, November 7-8, 2015 (organized by Martin
Woesler)

30 speakers from the USA, Australia, Asia (Hong Kong, Taiwan, Korea), Europe (Germany,
Hungary, Norway, Slovakia, Switzerland), and China (Peking, Shanghai, Chengdu) came to
Essen for a homage to the ‘genius’ Cao Xueqin, born 300 years ago, and new findings of
Hongxue with its almost 250 years of tradition.

In their greetings, Cultural Attaché Chinese Embassy Berlin Chen Ping, Essen Folkwang
University of Arts’ chancellor Michael Fricke and Essen mayor Thomas Kufen expressed
their gratitude and their feelings of great honor to host this 3rd international conference on
Cao and his novel in Europe after the first two conferences in Bonn/Germany 1992 and
Olomouc/Czech Republic 2014. Vice Minister Hu Deping, president of the Peking Cao
Xueqin Society, said this conference offered the rare opportunity of sharing findings among
experts from China and the rest of the world, opening opportunities for further cooperation.
Martin Woesler welcomed the participants in his function as president of the European Dream
of the Red Chamber Society. He expressed his satisfaction with the high quality of the contri-
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butions submitted, including 10 written contributions, a selection of which would be pub-
lished in the European Journal of Sinology (2015) in January 2016. Duan Jiangli announced
that a selection of the Chinese papers will be published in the Cao Xueqin Research in Febru-
ary 2016.

Hu Deping opened the first panel on studies on the author (Caoxue) with a discussion of the
banner identity of Cao Xueqin, he stressed the imperial proximity of his plain white banner
and his high social status. Hu sees descriptions of Cao asking to put drinks on his tab as a
proof of his trustworthiness due to his steady imperial stipend. Fan Zhibin in his contribution
interpreted Cao’s status as lower. Hu Deping expressed his skepticism towards the authentici-
ty of any findings of cultural relics after the 1970s attributed to Cao. Ellen B. Widmer
(Wellesley College, USA) analyzed the characterization of Cao as a dramatic character in the
sequel Hou Honglou meng. Further, Zhang Shucai (Peking) explained the findings on social
status of aristocratic families and banner people close to the imperial court, with an analysis
of the Han and Manchu heritages. Zhan Song (Peking) also reflected on the ethnic identity
when he introduced Honglou meng critics among Qing Eight Banner people. Duan Qiming
(Peking) approached the family history in Cao Yin’s “Beihong fuji”, showing connections to
author and novel.

Ling Hon Lam (Berkeley) opened the 2nd panel “Studies on the novel” with an analysis of the
difference of the reading culture in the novel and its sequels. Since the habit of ‘reading
silently’ changed at the beginning of Qing to ‘reading aloud’, silent reading is prominent in
the novel and reading out loud is prominent in the sequels as well as in the last 40 chapters.
Duan Jiangli (Peking) introduced the different handwritten comments in the manuscript
versions and stressed the importance of the early Zhi Yanzhai commentary. Zhou Wenye
(Peking) presented a tool to compare and analyze the different manuscript versions including
comments and the different print versions of the novel. He demonstrated how to prove which
kind of relation certain versions had and what suggested that, in certain cases, there must still
exist a missing edition. He favored the Cheng B edition over the Cheng A edition, since the
corrections were mostly improvements. He also argued that there were many intermediate
editions, even between Cheng A and B, since all surplus printed pages were used for later
editions. Zhang Hui (Hong Kong) introduced the novel in a different media form, the drama,
focusing on one example of a drama adaption. Marina Carnogurské (Slovakia), translator of
the Slovakian complete translation, argued that the last 40 chapters were authored not by Gao
E, but maybe even by Cao Xueqin.

In the 3rd panel “Interdisciplinary/Intertextual Approaches”, Shang Wei (Columbia Universi-
ty/USA) presented insights into visual culture during the Qing dynasty and argued that there
was a strong European influence in the Manchu court, which is traceable in the novel and
influenced Cao Xueqin. Kam Louie (Hong Kong) compared the novel with Three Kingdoms
in regard to masculinity, homosociality and class, arguing how Jia Baoyu’s homo-erotic
friendships were perceived differently depending on times and lenses. Louise P. Edwards
(Australia) explored an aestheticized masculinity in clothing, dress and decoration as de-
scribed in the novel. Karl-Heinz Pohl (Trier) analyzed Buddhist thoughts in the novel with the
example of several wisdoms from the “Heart Sutra”, he showed proximity between Buddhist
and Daoist thoughts. Harro von Senger (Freiburg) compared supraplanning (in China tradi-
tionally mould’) in the novel and the German family tragedy “Nibelungenlied”. Zhu Ping
(Peking) introduced the historical background of drama culture at the time of Kangxi,
Yongzheng (the time the novel was written), and Qianlong. Kristina Schroder (Zurich) ex-
plained references of early illustrations of the novel to the “Romance of the West Chamber”.
Stefan Messmann (Budapest) asked from a legal perspective if the Marxist dream of equality
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had been achieved. Laura Bing Han (Trier) compared the novel and the “Buddenbrooks”
regarding philosophical dualism.

Panel 4 introduced the novel’s international dissemination, and here Martin Woesler (Witten,
Rome) analyzed the changing reception of the novel by early Western translators and recipi-
ents. Wu Wei (Oslo/, Heidelberg) explored the color symbolism of ‘redness’ in the novel.

The translations were dealt with in panel 5. Daniela Zhang Czirakova (Slovakia) introduced
the Czech and Slovak translations of the novel. He Jun (Chengdu) introduced German excerpt
translations before Franz Kuhn and Khoo An Ny (Fudan Shanghai) reported on the state of
translations in Malaysia.

General consent of the participants was that the 120 chapter version was the most authorita-
tive one and that the title Dream of the Red Chamber was more common than its alternative,
Story of the Stone.

Wei Lingzhi (Peking) introduced results of a 2015 representative survey among Chinese
readers about the novel and the author, proving its unbroken popularity and high esteem.
Regarding translations, the Hawkes/Minford translation was preferred over Yang/Yang. All
participants praised the importance of the recently published complete translations in German
and other languages and welcomed the opportunity to share their findings, especially between
Chinese and non-Chinese scholars. The choreographer Shen Fang-yu and the dramaturg
Martin Woesler also presented a 3 hour taping of the Folkwang Dance Studio Performance
“REDCHAMBERDREAM”.

Academic Advisors: Cao Xuegin Society (Peking), European Dream of the Red Chamber
Society (Bochum). Sponsor: Beijing Cao Xuegin Culture Development Foundation.

For further information please refer to the conference website china-studies.com.
Martin Woesler
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