Su Tong Raise The Red Lantern

-

Su Tong's Raise the Red Lantern is a poignant narrative that delves into the complexities of love,
power, and the societal structures that dictate the lives of women in early 20th-century China.
Written by the acclaimed Chinese author Su Tong, this novella intricately weaves themes of jealousy,
oppression, and the search for identity against a backdrop of traditional Chinese customs. The story
has gained significant recognition not only as a literary work but also as a basis for the acclaimed
film adaptation directed by Zhang Yimou, which further propelled its themes into the global
consciousness.



Overview of the Story

Raise the Red Lantern, originally titled "Wives and Concubines," is set in the 1920s during a time of
significant social and political upheaval in China. The narrative follows the life of a young woman
named Songlian, who becomes the fourth wife of a wealthy man named Master Chen. The story
unfolds in a grand, yet oppressive, household where the relationships among the wives are dictated
by the customs surrounding hierarchy and competition.

Plot Summary

The plot revolves around Songlian’s arrival at the Chen residence, where she quickly discovers the
rigid structure of the household. Each wife vies for the Master's affection, with the favor of the
Master directly influencing their status and power within the household. The story unfolds through
the following key events:

1. Songlian’s Arrival: After the death of her father, Songlian is forced to abandon her education and
enter into an arranged marriage with Master Chen. Her initial excitement is quickly tempered by the
harsh realities of her new life.

2. The Red Lanterns: The titular red lanterns signify the Master’s choice of which wife he will spend
the night with. The lanterns are a symbol of both privilege and torment, as they dictate the social
standing and emotional well-being of the wives.

3. Rivalries and Alliances: As Songlian navigates her new role, she must contend with the
established wives: the first wife, who is cold and manipulative; the second wife, who is sultry and
cunning; and the third wife, who is vulnerable and desperate. The dynamics of their relationships
are fraught with tension and jealousy.

4. Descent into Madness: Over time, the competing desires for love and the oppressive atmosphere
of the household lead to tragic consequences. The women'’s struggles ultimately culminate in
betrayal and madness, showcasing the psychological toll of their confined existence.

5. Climactic Confrontation: The climax of the story reveals the devastating effects of the patriarchal

system on women'’s relationships, culminating in a tragic and powerful conclusion that leaves
readers questioning the nature of love and loyalty.

Thematic Analysis

Raise the Red Lantern is rich in themes that resonate with readers across cultures and time periods.
Some of the most prominent themes include:

1. Power and Oppression

- The narrative explores the power dynamics within the household, illustrating how women are both



empowered and oppressed by their proximity to the Master.
- The red lanterns serve as a metaphor for the fleeting nature of power, as the favor of the Master
can shift rapidly, leading to intense rivalry and conflict among the wives.

2. Jealousy and Rivalry

- The competition for the Master’s affection drives the plot and the characters’ actions. Each wife’s
desire to be the favorite leads to a toxic environment where trust and solidarity are absent.

- The psychological effects of jealousy manifest in destructive behaviors and ultimately contribute to
the tragic downfall of the characters.

3. Identity and Self-Discovery

- Songlian’s journey is one of self-discovery, as she grapples with her identity within the confines of
her new role. Her initial hope for love and acceptance is gradually replaced by despair and a search
for autonomy.

- The struggle for identity is further complicated by the societal norms that dictate women'’s roles,
making it difficult for them to assert their individuality.

4. The Role of Tradition

- The novella critiques traditional Chinese customs that prioritize male authority and dictate
women’s lives. The rituals surrounding marriage and hierarchy serve to reinforce the subjugation of
women.

- Su Tong’s portrayal of the household reflects the broader societal constraints that limit women’s
freedom and agency, calling into question the value of tradition in the face of human suffering.

Character Analysis

The characters in Raise the Red Lantern are meticulously crafted, each representing different
aspects of the female experience within a patriarchal society.

1. Songlian

- As the protagonist, Songlian embodies the struggle for love and acceptance. Her character arc
transitions from hope and ambition to despair and madness.

- Her experiences highlight the psychological toll of living under oppressive conditions, making her a
tragic yet relatable figure.



2. Master Chen

- The Master represents the embodiment of patriarchal power, a figure whose whims dictate the
fates of the women in his household.

- His character serves as a critique of male authority, illustrating how power can corrupt and lead to
the suffering of others.

3. The Wives

- Each wife represents different coping mechanisms and responses to their shared predicament:
- First Wife: Cold and calculating, she uses manipulation to maintain her position.

- Second Wife: Seductive and cunning, she views her relationship with the Master as a game.

- Third Wife: Vulnerable and desperate, she elicits sympathy and represents the fragility of their
situation.

Literary Style and Symbolism

Su Tong employs a rich literary style infused with symbolism that enhances the emotional depth of
the narrative.

1. Symbolism of the Red Lanterns

- The red lanterns serve as a central symbol in the novella, representing both the allure of power and
the despair that accompanies it.

- The act of lighting the lanterns becomes a ritualistic practice that underscores the characters’
desperation for love and approval.

2. Descriptive Imagery

- Su Tong’s vivid descriptions of the household and its surroundings create an immersive reading
experience, allowing readers to feel the oppressive atmosphere.
- The contrasting imagery of beauty and decay reflects the duality of the characters’ lives, where
moments of joy are fleeting and often overshadowed by sorrow.

Impact and Legacy

Raise the Red Lantern has left a lasting impact on literature and cinema, resonating with audiences
worldwide.



1. Adaptations and Cultural Influence

- The novella was adapted into a critically acclaimed film in 1991, directed by Zhang Yimou. The film
brought international attention to Su Tong’s work and highlighted the visual and thematic richness
of the story.

- The film’s aesthetic and powerful performances further emphasized the emotional weight of the
narrative, making it a landmark in Chinese cinema.

2. Feminist Interpretations

- The story has been analyzed through feminist lenses, highlighting the systemic oppression of
women and the societal structures that perpetuate inequality.

- Scholars and readers alike have drawn parallels between the experiences of the characters and
contemporary issues surrounding gender, making it a relevant text for discussions on feminism and
social justice.

Conclusion

Su Tong's Raise the Red Lantern is a masterful exploration of the complexities of love, power, and
identity within a patriarchal society. Through its nuanced characters and rich symbolism, the novella
invites readers to reflect on the human condition and the societal constraints that shape our lives. Its
enduring legacy in both literature and film underscores the relevance of its themes, making it a
timeless piece that continues to resonate with audiences around the world. As we navigate the
complexities of modern society, the lessons drawn from Songlian’s story remain poignant and
critical, reminding us of the ongoing struggle for autonomy and self-discovery in the face of
oppression.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the main theme of Su Tong's 'Raise the Red Lantern'?

The main theme of 'Raise the Red Lantern' is the exploration of power dynamics and the oppression
of women in a patriarchal society. It highlights the struggles for identity and autonomy faced by
women within the confines of tradition.

How does 'Raise the Red Lantern' depict the role of women in
early 20th century China?

The novella portrays women as being caught in a web of societal expectations and personal desires,
illustrating their limited agency. Through the protagonist, we see the sacrifices women make for
survival and the competition that arises among them for the attention of a male figure.



What narrative techniques does Su Tong use in 'Raise the Red
Lantern'?

Su Tong employs a first-person narrative to provide an intimate perspective of the protagonist’s
internal struggles. The use of vivid imagery and symbolism, particularly with the red lanterns,
enhances the emotional depth and thematic resonance of the story.

How has 'Raise the Red Lantern' been adapted in other media?

The story has been adapted into a critically acclaimed film directed by Zhang Yimou in 1991, which
visually translates the novella's themes and enhances its emotional impact through striking
cinematography and performance.

What significance do the red lanterns hold in the story?

The red lanterns symbolize the power struggle and hierarchical relationships among the wives in the
household. They represent both a signal of favor and a marker of status, illuminating the themes of
jealousy, rivalry, and the quest for love and recognition.
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