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Revisiting Meng Jiangnii /

Revisiting Meng Jiangnii

Wilt L. Idema

EALC, Harvard University

Once upon a time, in the early years of folklore studies, fol-
klore was the lore of the folk, an elusive entity that was just about
to disappear, and whose stories and songs, customs and beliefs had
to be rescued by upper-class (or at least bourgeois) scholars, who
by the magical skills of science would be able, after careful selec-
tion and intensive rewriting, to distill a pure, national essence from
these materials. As more and more scholars took part in actual field
research, the identity of the folk became less and less clear, because
it turned out that every social group had its own, often unwritten
lore. Viewed from this angle, the keynote speech is very much a
genre of academic folklore: on the occasion of the gatherings of the
tribe of professors and students, where everyone else will only
have ten or twenty minutes to present his or her paper, we invite
one of the elders of the tribe to give one long speech at the very
beginning. The origins of this custom are of course shrouded in
mystery and subject of intensive speculation: perhaps earlier gen-
erations honestly believed that in the humanities and social
sciences scholars become more erudite with years; perhaps they
realized only too well that elderly scholars frequently become more

long-winded with the advance of age; perhaps they even thought it
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would provide a good opportunity for everyone else in the early
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morning to doze off and go back to sleep as one of the luminaries

in the field surveyed the field—more often than not looking more

SASHHE R

backward than forward, and once again fighting the scholarly bat-
tles of yesteryear. At the same time of course, the elderly scholar
chosen for this function would usually feel honored because his
leading role was still recognized, and be very happy that his duties
would be done very early on in the conference, so he in his turn
could go and doze off, sleeping through the rest of the conference,
in blissful ignorance of the new developments in the field, so hotly
debated by younger scholars in their panels.

But as all students of folklore know, folklore only survives as
long as it has a function: it is not only an honor to be invited to
give a keynote speech, but also a challenge, and the challenge is
even greater when the person who is invited to give the keynote
speech can hardly claim to be a specialist in the field. To be a lover
of fairy tales and folksongs does not necessarily make one an ex-
pert scholar in the field. Like many western scholars of Chinese li-
terature, my teaching duties hardly allow for any high degree of
specialization, and to the extent that I can claim to have a speciali-
zation, I have strayed into many other fields, including, I confess,
folk literature. For example, a few years ago, for another confe-
rence here in Taiwan, I even drew a parallel between the plot of
Tang Xianzu’s J58EFH Mudanting %175 (Peony Pavilion) and
the plot of the fairy tale of Sleeping Beauty. If I dare claim some

modest expertise in one small subfield of folk literature, it is be-
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Revisiting Meng Jiangnii /

cause I have had, from the beginning of my career, an interest in
the Chinese tradition of verse narrative and prosimetric literature,
or what in Chinese is called shuochang wenxue ERIEXEE (litera-
ture for telling and singing). In most general introductions to Chi-
nese folk literature of the last few decades, the many performative
genres and the rich body of texts that make up shuochang wenxue,
are treated as part of folk literature, but especially the treatment of
texts tends to be brief and perfunctory, as if verse narrative and
prosimetric literature are the Cinderellas of folk literature—as if it
not really belonged to folk literature, but had to be treated under
that heading because it was not treated as a part of “Chinese litera-
ture” either. I will return to this topic at the very end of my talk,
when I will argue—and of course I am not the first to do so—that it
makes sense to make a distinction between “folk literature” or min-
Jjian wenxue ER[EISCER and popular literature or su wenxue {53C
22 In the meantime, I can only repeat that I feel honored to be here,

but that I also feel somewhat out of place.
Revisiting Meng Jiangnii

No topic lends itself better for a keynote speech at a confe-
rence on Chinese folk literature than the legend of Meng Jiangnii
ZFF22. No Chinese folktale can be traced so far back in time, and

no Chinese folktale enjoyed such a wide-spread popularity

1 While folklore scholars of the twenty-twenties and ‘thirties focused very much on
the collection of texts, scholars in the PRC quickly turned their attention to either
oral traditions or the performative aspects of shuochang wenxue.
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throughout the empire and in all layers of society as this tale of a
teenage widow, who has barely known her husband, but travels to

the construction site of the Great Wall when her husband has been
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drafted for corvée labor to bring him his winter clothes, only to
discover that her husband has died from exertion and has been bu-
ried inside the body of the Wall, whereupon she brings down the
Great Wall by her weeping and wailing. The study of the legend of
Meng Jiangnii has been central to the development of the modern
discipline of folklore studies ever since Gu Jiegang EH#EHMI in the
twenties of the preceding century published his learned articles on
this folktale, tracing its ultimate origin back to the ancient Zuo-
zhuan 7£{H (Tradition of Zuo), and documenting it remarkable
proliferation. Gu Jiegang’s seminal studies have been reprinted in
the early nineteen eighties,2 and have been followed by even more
detailed studies by eminent scholars such as Boris Riftin (Li Fug-
ing ZEfE)E), Wang Qiugui EFKHE, Yang Zhenliang iR E, Wu
Ruishu AR%#E3E, and Huang Ruiqi E5qlE. Scholars from Taiwan
have made significant contributions in this respect, partly be-

cause they had access to the rich holdings of shuochang wenxue

2 Gu Jiegang, Meng Jiangnii gushi yanjiu ji & %4 # Fi&# % (Shanghai:
Shanghai guji chubanshe, 1984). For a survey of the study of the legend of Meng
Jiangnii in the twenties and thirties, see Chang-tai Hung, Going to the People:
Chinese Intellectuals and Folk Literature, 1918-1937 (Cambridge MA: Harvard
University Press, 1985); for a more critical analysis of the categories used by Gu
and his contemporaries and analyzing their materials, see Haiyan Lee, “Tears that
Crumbled the Great Wall: The Archaeology of Feeling in the May Fourth Folklore
Movement,” Journal of Asian Studies 64 no. 1 (2005): 35-65.
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materials in the Fu Ssu-nien Library at the Academia Sinica. In
view of the pre-eminent position of the legend of Meng Jiangnii in
Chinese folk literature and its study, it comes as no surprise that
this tale was selected as the first Chinese myth for a modern rewrit-
ing in the international project on “The Myth”, initiated by the
Scottish publisher Cannongate. The Nanjing-based writer Su Tong
73 was selected for this rewriting, and his novel Binu FEHX
appeared in its Chinese version in 2006—an English translation by
the veteran translator Howard Goldblatt appeared this year as Binu
and the Great Wall.’

As anyone knows who ever has read anything by this writer,
Su Tong has a very rich imagination, and his Binu, who weeps
through every opening in her body, has very little to do with the
traditional Meng Jiangnii in any of her many guises. Su Tong may
not have wanted to adhere too strictly to any traditional version of
Meng Jiangnii, but it also would not have been easy for him to find
a version of the tale by simply going to a bookshop. During a re-
cent visit to Shanghai bookshops I could find books like Mingjia
tan Meng Jiangnii 2R 722 (Famous personalities discuss
Meng J iangni'l),4 but not a single version of the story itself seemed
to be in print, not even a lianhuanhua ##IRE (comic book) ver-

sion. Lu Gong’s & compilation of a number of traditional ver-

3 Su Tong, Binu (Chongging: Chongging chubanshe, 2006); Su Tong, Binu and the
Great Wall (Edinburgh: Cannongate, 2007).

4 Tao Wei I3, Ed., Mingjia tan Meng Jiangnii (Beijing: Wenhua yishu chubanshe,
2006).
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sions of the legend, entitled Meng Jiangnii wanli xunfu ji FaZ%%L
BEE&FmELE (Meng Jiangnii travels for a myriad of miles to find

her husband), first published in the ﬁfties,5 was reissued in the
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early eighties in the PRC, but not since then to the best of my
knowledge. A collection of materials on the legend of Meng Ji-
angnii, including many recently collected and previously unpub-
lished versions of the tale, was prepared for a Shanghai conference
on Meng Jiangnii in 1985, but only published as an internal publi-
cation as Meng Jiangnii ziliao xuanji #aZ 2 EFHEE (An an-
thology of materials on Meng Jiangm'i).6 One may find numerous
other versions of the legend in many more general publications on
folksong, but a revised and expanded edition of Lu Gong’s compi-
lation is long overdue. One wonders to what extent the absence of
such a collection simply reflects a lack of demand for such mate-
rials on the part of the reading public. In the case of the story of
Liang Shanbo #ZL11{H and Zhu Yingtai fil3%75, where we have
seen the publication of large compilations of materials, the projects
seems to have had close ties to the theme park industry, where dif-
ferent localities try to prove their exclusive link to a legend, so per-
haps all that is needed is a “Meng Jiangnii theme park.” But one
wonders to what degree this absence of Meng Jiangnii in books-

tores may also be linked to the drastic change in symbolic value of

5 Lu Gong, Comp. , Meng Jiangnii wanli xunfu ji (Beijing: Zhonghua shuju, 1958).

6 Meng Jiangnii ziliao xuanji, Vol. 1, Geyao ##, Compiled by the Shanghai
Branch of the Chinese Society for the Study of Folk Literature, internal publica-
tion, 1985.
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the Great Wall and the First Emperor of the Qin in the course of the
twentieth century. At the beginning of the twentieth century the
Great Wall was a ruin, and if it was a tourist attraction, it was so
only for foreigners, and the First Emperor of the Qin enjoyed a sol-
id reputation as a tyrant, so nobody took offense if all versions of
the legend of Meng Jiangnii agreed in viewing his building of the
Wall as an act of delusion, stupidity, or depravity. By the middle of
the twentieth century both the Great Wall and the First Emperor
had become symbols of Chinese nationalism, and in the later years
of the Cultural Revolution the story of Meng Jiangnii was con-
demned as “a poisonous weed” precisely for attacking these two
modern icons.7 The recent rise of nationalism in the PRC, and the
explosive growth of internal and foreign tourism to the Great Wall
and the Terracotta Army of the First Emperor have only enhanced
the status of these two icons. The Cultural Revolution judgment on
Meng Jiangnii has of course been reversed, but a Great Wall built
out of the bones of its builders may not be the most suitable symbol

of a proud nation.
Old and New Translations

I personally became more interested in the story of Meng
Jiangnii when I wanted to teach an undergraduate class on Chinese
verse narrative and prosimetric literature at Harvard. Undergra-

duate classes have to be based on English-language materials, and I

T “Meng Jiangnii” shi yizhu zunru fanfa did a ducao & %% % —%BEREH K
# ¥ (Nanning: Guangxi renmin chubanshe, 1975).
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soon discovered that while translations of early prosimetric genres
such as bianwen 83 (transformation texts) of the Tang and zhu-

gongdiao =8 (“all keys and modes™) are relative plentiful,
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translations from the rich materials preserved from the Qing and
later are very rare indeed. In the case of bianwen (“transformation
texts””) from Dunhuang, we have both Arthur Waley’s pioneering
selection of translations, and Victor Mair’s later, amply annotated
selection of texts, which has been reissued in paperback this year,
so is readily available once again. Both the Liu Zhiyuan zhugong-
diao B BEEEJ (The all keys and modes on Liu Zhiyuan) and
the Xixiangji zhugongdiao PaREsCEE =54 (The all keys and mod-
es on the story of the western wing) have been available in English
translation since the nineteen seventies. At least one of the early
Ming cihua FEsE (“ballad story™) texts discovered in 1967 has
been rendered into English. But so far hardly anything is available
of the many genres of verse narrative and prosimetric narrative of a
later date, and the little that is available tends to be old and hard to
find. Mark Bender of Ohio State University is currently editing a
large modern selection of folksong, which will include examples of
verse narrative and prosimetric narrative, but so far this collection
has not yet seen the light of day.

For the tale of Meng Jiangnii I am aware of three early
translations, each relatively difficult to come by, and, perhaps even
more importantly for teaching purposes, difficult to read for the
current generation of American students. The earliest translation of

the tale of Meng Jiangnii was done by George Carter Stent. George
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