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A New Interpretation of

“Cool-Fragrant Pill ” in the Dream of
the Red Chamber

Ou Li-chuan

Abstract

The interpretation of the cool-fragrant pill is crucial to the judgment on Hsue
Pao-Ch’ai. This paper intends to fully analyze the symbolic meanings of cool-fragrant
pill, taking care the literal meaning of both ‘coolness’ and ‘fragrance’.

The interpretation is basically developed around Hsue’s disease, which is induced
by the suppression of inborn life drive. The prescription, cool-fragrant pill, is shown to
symbolize the regulating power of Confucian morality. The timing is inferred: her disease
happened about seven or eight years old and she began to take cool-fragrant pill at about
nine years old. The disease symbolizes Hsue’s problem in her “passage” from childhood
to etiquette.

The interpretation is then complemented and checked by applying it on other
descriptions about Hsue, especially the arrangement of her dwelling place, Heng-U-Uan.
A homomorphic structure is found common in all the details about Hsue. This structure
symbolizes her baseline: transforming nature and integrating oneself into community.

Hsue’s baseline is compared with those of Li Uan and Lin Dai-Yu. It is shown that,
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besides fundamental differences, the “rite of passage” is a necessary and universal
experience in the life of a female, a critical moment of her development. Thus,
cool-fragrant pill can also be deemed as the symbol of the tragedy of girls. Last, the
dialectical relation of “coolness” and “fragrance” is explored: they are both differentiated

and overlapping. This reveals a characteristic of Tz’au’s view on human lives.

Key words : cool-fragrant pill, Hsue Pao-Ch’ai, Heng-U-Uan, morality,

Confucianism, female development, the rites of passage
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