Dream of the Red Chamber, passages from ch. 12 and ch. 14

Student translations

1. Mimi Chan

Chapter 14   Lin Ruhai passed away. At his funeral,

Jia Baoyu presented himself before King Beijing

…

Xifeng didn’t stop crying for Lin Ruhai until Jia Zhen and his wife, Madam You, sent servants to comfort her. After Laiwang’s wife gave her some soothing tea to rinse her mouth, Xifeng rose and bade the folks goodbye. She returned to the outer compound and made the daily roll call. All were there except for one of the reception crew. She then commanded that someone to fetch him. The servant arrived, trembling with fear and guilt. Xifeng sneered, “So it’s you! I was quite curious as to who would be so bold. You must think yourself pretty special so that you didn’t care to obey the order!” “I have been reporting on time everyday,” the servant said. ”But I woke up too early today, and thought I could sleep some more. I didn’t mean to be late. Please forgive me, madam, I beg you.”

…

Xifeng replied, “What if tomorrow someone else is late, and the day after I am late. No one will show up to do their jobs then. I would have pardoned you, but if I offer my generosity this time, I won’t be able to be strict to others hereafter. I’d rather set an example now.” She then made a solemn face and yelled, “Bring him down for twenty spanks!” She also threw down a bamboo receipt of the Ning Residence, “Have Laisheng deduct his wage and rice for this month.” The other servants wouldn’t dare to hesitate, taking the guilty one out with the baboo receipt to deliver the command. The servant could do nothing about it, but to come back and thank Xifeng for her discipline after the spanks. “Whoever comes in late tomorrow shall receive forty spanks. It’ll be sixty for the day after. Be late as you wish is you’re asking for punishment,” Xifeng announced. “All dismissed.” Servants outside thus left for their individual business. At that time, streams of servants from both the Rong Residence and the Ning Residence were passing by to collect or to hand in bamboo receipts, and the punished servant left full of embarrassment. The folks finally realized what a tough character Xifeng was. Since then, no one dared to be idle. All did their best job cautiously and conscientiously.
2. Julia Szu-tu

Chapter 14

Lin Ru-Hai’s Departure and Bei Jing-Wang’s Call

Not until Jia-Zhen and Mrs. You sent a servant to persuade her not to cry did Phoenix finally refrain from tears. Having rinsed her mouth with the tea poured by Lai Wang’s wife, she rose to her feet and took leave of all the members of her kin. Retreating into the vestibule, she checked the attendance of the servants in name order and found only one absentee, who was in charge of receiving relatives and guests. At her summons, the servant appeared in great haste, ashamed and frightened. 

“I was just wondering who didn’t came in time, and here you are,” Phoenix let out a cold laugh, “I guess it’s possibly because you are more honorable than they are so that you don’t obey my words.” 

“Your servant has always arrived early only except today. I woke up too early this morning and so fell asleep again,” he begged, “But it won’t happen again. Have mercy on me, Your Majesty.”

“If the same thing should happen to him tomorrow, and then to me the day after tomorrow, there would be no one to take care of the things at all. I would rather like to spare you,” Phoenix insisted, “, but if I should do so, it would be much harder to establish rules. That’s why your punishment shall be carried out.” 

With the words she put on a stern face and commanded, “Drag him out and give him twenty blows!” She threw down the tablet of the Nings’ and ordered, “Tell Lai-Sheng to cut him one month’s salary and supply of food.”

Not daring to shilly-shally, the other servants hauled him out and sent orders with the tablet. After receiving the full score of blows on the back, helpless but without any other choice, he dragged himself in and paid thanks to Phoenix. 

“It would be forty blows if you should dare to repeat it again tomorrow and sixty blows if the day after tomorrow. Should you like to be beaten, come late as you wish.” She announced, “Dismiss!” 

Learning of the incident, all the people resumed their duties. Servants filing in and out from the Rons’ and Nings’ were busy exchanging the tablets. Only the beaten servant withdrew bashfully. Daunted by Phoenix’s rigor, they dared not drag their feet again and instead, from the moment onward, proceeded with great caution and fear. And no more to be said about this.

3. Robert Fox

Chapter 14

Phoenix didn’t stop crying until Jia Zhen and Lady You sent someone to talk to her to. Lai Wang poured Phoenix a cup of warm tea to rinse her mouth. Then Phoenix summoned the servant staff for review. All reported for duty except one, a guest attendant. Phoenix sent an order for him to appear at once. The servant rushed in, quaking with fear. Phoenix smiled coldly and said, “So you’re the one who was late!” Phoenix said, smiling coldly. You think you’re better than the others – is that why you disobeyed me?” “I come early every day,” the servant pleaded. “I woke up too early a little early this morning, so I decided to doze a bit longer and I overslept. Please spare me just this once.”

“If he oversleeps tomorrow, I’ll oversleep the next day,” Phoenix said. “And soon no one will bother to report for duty. If I go easy on you it will be the first time I’ve ever been lenient, and in the future it will be even harder to discipline the others. So, no, I won’t spare you.” Phoenix looked down and shouted, “Take him out and give him twenty strokes of the board.” She flung down the wooden Ningguo pass. “Tell Laisheng to dock him a month’s pay.” The other servants didn’t dally. They hauled the hapless fellow off and administered the punishment; then the man was forced to go back in and kowtow in apology to Phoenix. “If you’re late tomorrow you’ll get forty strokes; sixty the next day,” Phoenix said. “So if you’re fond of being beaten, just keep coming in late.” Then she bellowed, “Dismissed!” Outside, the servants eavesdropping at the windows rushed to get about their duties, and there was a flurry of errands run between the Ning and Rong compounds. The man who had been disciplined went out with his head hung in shame. Now the servants knew that Phoenix meant what she said, and none dared lollygag, all went about their work conscientiously and diligently.
4. Daphne Chang

The Dream of the Red Chamber

Chapter 14

Not until Jia Zhen and Madam You sent maids to soothe Xi-feng did she restrained her grief. Lai Wang’s wife poured her a cup of tea, with which Xi-feng rinsed her mouth. Then she rose, took her leave of her kinsmen, proceeded to the annex, and called the roll. All the members of her work-parties were present except for one usher. The woman came on summon, all in fluster and great fear. 

“Let’s see who’s the latecomer,” Xi-feng sneered, “So it’s you. You reckon yourself above the rest, so superior there’s no need to obey my orders.”


“I’m always punctual. It’s just that it was still early when I woke up, so I nodded off and ended up a bit late. I beg your pardon, madam.”

…
 “If he oversleeps tomorrow and so do I the day after, no one will turn up in the end,” Xi-feng continued. “I could have let you off, but if I bent the rule the very first time, I couldn’t strictly execute the law on others afterwards. So I’m obliged to punish you.” 

With that her face darkened. “Take her out and give her twenty strokes,” she announced, throwing down a Ning Mansion tally, and said, “Tell Lai Sheng to dock the woman of one month’s wages.”

After witnessing the show, the servants dared not procrastinate. Soon the woman was dragged out of the room. The tally and the order were passed on to Lai Sheng. Despite suffering from the flogging, the offender returned and kowtowed to Xi-feng to thank her leniency.

She warned the servants, “Anyone late again tomorrow will get forty strokes, and the day after that will get sixty. If you want a beating, just come late.” Then she bade, “Dismiss.”

The throng outside the window trotted off to attend their tasks. Domestics from both mansions streamed in and out of the annex to hand in or apply for tallies. The offender left, welted and shamefaced. Now the servants of Ning Mansion realized how formidable Xi-feng was, they dared not dawdle but went about their duties with great care, lest they should be punished.

5. Arlene Hsu
Chapter 14 Lin Ru-hai Passes Away in Yang-zhou City

Jia Bao-yu Meets Lord Bei-jing on the Street

…

For a moment, Jia Zhen and You’s wife sent someone to comfort Phoenix, and then she stopped crying. Lai-wang’s wife poured tea for her to gargle, and she got up. She excused herself to everyone in the family, went into the guest room, and called the roll. Every person on each team was here except for one, so she ordered to see him. When the man arrived, he was already in panic. Phoenix sneered, “I was wondering who was late, and it’s you. You must be more respectable than the rest, so you won’t follow my orders!” The man replied, “I always came early, but today when I woke up, I thought there’s still time, so I fell asleep again. I was only late for a minute. Madam, please forgive me this time.”

…

Then, Phoenix said, “Tomorrow he sleeps late, after that I sleep late, and nobody will be on time anymore. I could have forgiven you, but if I let you go this time, I won’t be able to discipline the rest next time. I may as well start the punishment from you.” Suddenly, her face darkened and she shouted, “Take him out and beat twenty times!” Also, she threw out a tally of Ning Mansion and said, “Tell Lai-sheng to deduct his wages and rice of a month.” Hearing her orders, none of the people dare to neglect them, so some dragged the man out, and some others passed on her words. The man couldn’t do anything but to be dragged out and beaten twenty times, and he had to come back in to kowtow in thanks. Phoenix said, “If anyone is late tomorrow, he or she will be beaten forty times. The next day will be sixty. Anyone who would like to be beaten can come late. All right, off to work.” Everyone outside of the window heard her, and they went off to their jobs. At the moment, some took tallies and some others gave tallies constantly in Rong and Ning mansions. The man who was beaten felt ashamed of himself and left. Now everyone knew that Phoenix was harsh, and nobody dared to slack. From then on, everyone was conscientious about their work, and nobody ventured to be lazy.

6. Marko Kovacavic
Around the time Jia-zhen and Lady You dispatched their servants to assist her, Feng-jie had just stopped weeping. After rinsing her mouth with the tea Lai-wang had poured for her, Feng-jie stood up, said goodbye to those assembled, and alone entered the outer compound. Checking her name list she saw everyone was already assembled—only the servant in charge of the receiving and seeing off guests had yet to arrive. Ordered to appear, he arrived before Feng-jie shamefaced and trembling. Giving him an icy smile, Feng-jie said, “ I was just asking myself, who could be missing? Turns out it was you! As your position is higher than the others, you felt you could disregard my words, didn’t you.”The servant replied, “This humble servant arrives early every day. However when I woke up this morning, I saw it was still quite early, therefore went back to sleep and overslept. Consequently, I am a bit late. I pray that my lady will forgive me this one time.”   

Feng-jie then said, “Tomorrow it’s he who oversleeps, and next it’s me, before long no one will show up. Originally I was going to let you off, but if I am soft now, in the future it will be hard to maintain discipline—it’s better if you face your punishment now. Her face growing stern, she called out, “Give him 20 strokes!”Casting down the bamboo stick that represented the authority of the Ning house, she added, “and deduct a month’s wages!” Hearing her words, the other servants dared not dally, but dragged the perpetrator out and administered the punishment. The perpetrator was in a sorry state, not only he had been dragged outside and given 20 strokes of the cane, but he still had return and bow before Feng-Jie to plead forgiveness. To him she said, “If you are late tomorrow, you get 40 strokes, and if late the next day, you get 60 strokes—you mess with the bull, you get the horns.” Finished, she barked,“Dismissed.” Outside the window, her words were heard by all the servants, and they hurried off to take care of their respective duties; the daily affairs of the Rong and Ning Palace continued as usual, and our chastised perpetrator slunk away ashamed. From that day on, knowing full well how capable and serious Feng-jie was, the servants dared not slack off and cause problems, but were careful and earnest in their work, fulfilling their duties as required. 

