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FOREWORD

The Legend of White Snake is a beautiful and moving folktale. It
tells how the fairy maiden Bai Suzhen struggles against the rascally monk
Fa Hai, the representative of the reactionary feudal forces, in her pursuit
of freedoms and happiness, reflecting the sharp conflict between the
common people and the feudal ruling classes. In this story we see the
people’s yearning for freedom and their ever-defiant stand against the
oppressive forces of feudalism.

The story has evolved over a period of about hundreds of years.
Textual research indicates that it first appeared in the Song Dynasty (960-
1279) story-tellers’ prompt book The Legend of the Three Towers by the
West Lake. In the Ming Dynasty (1368-1644) it appeared under the title
Madam Bai Crushed Under Leifeng Pagoda in the story collectionJingshi
Tongyan. In the early Qing Dynasty (1644-1911) it was the theme of the
opera, The Legend of Leifeng Pagoda, and then later it is a theme in the
tanci (a form of storytelling to the accompaniment of stringed instruments)
repertoire, under the title The Righteous Witch, and others.

The following developments may be observed from this long
evolutionary process: Bai Suzhen slowly evolves from a frightening demon
into a brave and lovely young lady, while Xu Xian slowly changes from a
frivolous young lad into a loyal and virtuous man. In contrast, Fa Hai
evolves from a kind Buddhist monk into an evil and cruel feudal lord.
Concomitant with these character developments, the original plot evolves
from a tragic romance which focuses exclusively on the fickleness of Xu
Xian into a romance which turns into a tragedy entirely as a result of the
destructive influence of a new character, the villain Fa Hai. The main theme
of the story accordingly evolves from a story that endorses, or at least
surrenders to the feudal establishment, to one that opposes the oppression
of the same establishment. All these developments reflect the wisdom
and creativity of the people, as well as their ideals and desires. And these
evolutionary changes raised this attractive legend to a new artistic as well
as ideological plateau. Herein lies the reason for its continued popularity



from generation to generation.
Ever since the founding of New China in 1949 the Party and the

government have stressed the importance of our national heritage, and, as
aresult, the work of promoting China’s traditional folk literature has made
great progress. The Legend of White Snake has undergone many scholarly
discussions, rearrangements, revisions and interpretations by means of
operatic performances. The presentation of the original legend has
improved dramatically through this process, and many differing viewpoints
concerning the story have come to the fore, as witnessed by the controversy
over the legend in 1952 in the Beijing literary and art world. (See Wenyi
Bao, No. 23, 1952.) Later, a consensus was gradually reached largely
through the efforts of Dai Bufan’s essay, Towards an Understanding of
the Story of the Legend of White Snake. His essay presents an overall,
concentrated and in-depth analysis of its contents, thus providing great
assistance for the ongoing work of arranging and revising the story. In my
current adaptation of the story into novel form I have taken the spirit of
Dai’s essay as my starting point.

As for the main characters in the story, Bai Suzhen is a warm-hearted,
clever, determined and brave young woman, who, for sake of attaining
her ideals, willingly sacrifices everything, such as by striving
wholeheartedly under extremely trying circumstances to support her family
and help Xu Xian further his career. In order to save Xu Xian’s life she
even risks her own when she steals some “herbs of immortality” for him,
and she engages in the “battle on the water” at Golden Mountain even
though she is pregnant at the time. All these examples amply demonstrate
her image as a perfect woman.

Greenie, meanwhile, is a pure-hearted, candid and rational, a]though
passionate, young girl. She has a strong sense of justice, and is also
intelligent and brave, yet lacks fighting experience. She remains a loyal
friend to Bai to the end. For the sake of Bai’s happiness she is willing to
undergo any kind of suffering or difficulty. Throughout Bai’s joys and
sorrows Greenie is always by her side.

Xu Xian is a loyal, kind-hearted and virtuous young man, yet he
possesses definite weaknesses, such as his fickleness. He truly loves Bai,
but when he is implicated in Bai’s crime of stealing the silver ingots he
becomes estranged from and suspicious of his wife. Later, when Fa Hai
stirs up his anxieties by revealing to him that his wife is really a snake
fairy, Xu Xian cannot help but feel alarmed. But because he is basically



honest and kind-hearted he overcomes his suspicion, and his faith in his
wife is restored after she tells him her true story. As Dai Bufan writes in
Towards an Understanding of the Story of the Legend of White Snake:
“Before the Dragon Boat Festival Xu Xian is a weak and unstable man.
But after his wife’s explanation to him of her past there is no more
estrangement between Xu Xian and Bai: They become united once more.”
It is for this reason that their love for each other is so precious. It is also
for this reason that we, as readers, feel for them so much, and, conversely,
have such deep antipathy towards the evil monk Fa Hai. The latter is an
incarnation of feudal authority. In order to uphold feudal values he
degenerates into a sinister and venomous character, cold and ruthless in
all his ways. He thus resorts to every possible method to destroy the
happiness of Xu Xian and Bai Suzhen. It is his relentless persecution of
the couple that drives the story to its pitiful and tragic end.

The above analysis of the main characters in the story basically
reflects my own points of view, as will be evinced in the text. Minor changes
in the personalities of some characters as well as in some finer details of
the plot reflect the areas where my interpretation diverges from the above.
Meanwhile, there are still many arrangement and adaptation problems to
be resolved in the future.

I' have worked on this manuscript for almost two years now. It has
undergone three rough drafts and five to six revisions. Besides referencing
many related source materials, I have repeatedly watched and learned from
The Legend of White Snake opera performances. ] have also received many
invaluable suggestions in the course of discussions about the project with
my friends in the literary and art world. With each revision, they have
helped to improve the work significantly. But I am afraid that because of
lack of in-depth research in the area of mythology, there will inevitably
still be some mistakes or areas of oversight on my part. I welcome all
criticisms or suggestions from my readers.

Qingge
January 1956
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PREFACE 1O THE NEW EDITION

In the 1950s I wrote for a living, or, more precisely, I wrote to make
ends meet. At that time the former editor-in-chief of the Beixin Book
Department and the head of the newly-established Shanghai Cultural Press
Li Xiaofeng invited me to write the three following novelettes: Liang
Shanbo and Zhu Yingtai; The Legend of White Snake; and Du Liniang
(originally called Peony Pavilion, an opera written by Tang Xianzu of the
Ming Dynasty). They were based upon the original source materials for
these stories, which were mainly ancient folklores and classical operas.
Due to the popularity of these three works the publishing house has
published several editions of them. From 1950 to 1980 each novelette has
been re-printed at least eight to nine times, and altogether there are about
500,000 copies currently in print. Their success indicates the continued
popularity of ancient Chinese literature among the general public. Of
course, the inherent realism of these works plays an important role in
their continued popularity.

Above all, I believe these works have a freshness about them, though
they seem to be so far removed from our present-day lives. From the
standpoint of human nature, they speak of universal values cherished by
mankind from the beginning of time: the pursuit of life, liberty, happiness,
truth, goodness and beauty. Everything in life which accords with this
kind of spirit will always be warmly received and resonate in the hearts of
the people. Especially in stories in which the female protagonist is a victim
of backward feudal morals, and where a sharp conflict hence arises between
the victimizer and the victimized (an ancient conflict which has been going
on for thousands of years and has even left the ashes of its destructive
influence in the present), people have a strong desire to see the victimized
and downtrodden triumph over injustice. They want to see Du Liniang
come back to life, Zhu Yingtai turn into a butterfly and Bai Suzhen released
from the pagoda. The unabashed romanticism and mythical quality of
these stories reflect the quixotic ideals of the people.

Due to popular demand, I have once more revised these short stories.



Peony Pavilion has already been published in a cloth-bound edition by
the Jilin Culture and History Press (in January this year, and another edition
is being prepared). New World Press, too, to cater to the interests of readers
at home and abroad, has decided to re-publish Liang Shanbo and Zhu
Yingtai and The Legend of White Snake in new English-Chinese bilingual
editions. So, in order to show my heartfelt gratitude, I have personally
written this new preface.

Qingge
October 30, 1997
Shanghai
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