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FOREWORD

The Story of Liang Shanbo and Zhu Yingtai is one of the finest
works of ancient Chinese folk literature because of its highly thoughtful
and artistic content. In order to bequeath its artistic legacy properly, it has
been necessary to use different artistic forms to express in a suitable manner
its profound content. The difficulty in this endeavor lies in how to take
this magnificent piece of uncut jade and carve it in such a way as to
accentuate and magnify its true inner beauty.

The story is deeply rooted in the Chinese folk tradition, and it has
always been close to the hearts of the ordinary people. In his monograph
The Heritage of Realism in Traditional Chinese Opera, Guang Weiran
writes:

“This famous tragedy employs the technique of realism to expose
and criticize the evils and cruelties of the feudal marriage system. It points
out that, under such an unfair system, for a virtuous young couple to be
true their own love and freely seek their own happiness would clash
violently with the mores of feudal society. The only resolution to such a
conflict is suicide. Yet even in the face of such impossible odds, we see
young people who would rather die for their ideals than yield to the
tyrannous pressures of society. After the author concretely and vividly
portrays the inhumanity of fendal conditions, in the end he resorts to
fantasy to provide a paean to the undying ideal of freedom. (This was a
truly revolutionary concept at that time.) This is why the story concludes
with the two lovers being transformed into butterflies or, in other versions,
birds. Here we see the ingenious marriage of realism and romanticism.
Since such metamorphoses do not and can not occur in real life, the writer
uses a fantasy sequence to capture the common folk’s intense yearning
for a freer existence in olden times. Thus, even in the heart of unabashed
romanticism we find concealed the kernel of realism.” (See Literature
and Art Paper, No. 22, 1952)

In the past, Liang-Zhu has been presented to the public through the
media of popular storytelling literature, traditional opera, and even film; it



has rarely appeared in the form of a novel. Therefore, when I first accepted
the task of adapting it as a novel, I was both intrigued as well as daunted
by the challenge. That was because I had never drawn upon material from
the lives of people in ancient times to compose a novel. Though I have
used historical materials to write scripts for stage plays and traditional
operas, and have also mastered the method of socialist realism, I am still
learning the creative process of realistic writing as well as writing with a
strong sense of historicity, nevertheless I felt great difficulty in attempting
to capture in novel form a time and place so remote from our modern
experience. A novel, in fact, is not like a play; in a play you can use the
artistic techniques of condensation and summarization to the utmost, but
in a novel you must clearly delineate each character and situation. Every
character, every event and new setting, and every detail in between must
revolve around the main theme, and must vividly develop and further it.
The reader must have an overall sense of the theme at all times. For this
reason, in considering the mammoth task of adapting the story as a novel,
I naturally felt a little hesitant. As part of the preparation for this task, I
attended the outstanding performance of the Sichuan opera The Story of
the Willow, and read Chen Shufang’s essay My Performance of Zhu
Yingtai. These works gave me new inspiration and enabled me to see
clearly that in the process of artistic re-creation, the artist must thoroughly
immerse himself in the object of his art, in the world of his art. He must
continually research, ponder and foster a passion for his artistic work and
the characters in his novel. He must find himself entering into the world
of his protagonists, until he is one with the characters he has created in
feeling and in thought. Only when these characters are first permanently
stamped upon your heart and mind, can they truly come to life as flesh-
and-blood personalities for your readers. Then they can be vividly
portrayed either on the stage or on the page. Then too can one’s
descriptions be full of realism and carry a strong sense of historicity. It
was only after undergoing such a revelation that I slowly gained the
boldness to undertake the task.

My main source materials for the novel were the ori ginal script of
the Sichuan opera The Story of the Willow, the Cantonese opera Liang
Shanbo and Zhu Yingtai, and the other versions of the tale in popular
storytelling or opera form. While sticking to the principle of preserving
the basic plot and structure of the original tale, I have made some slight
revisions.



Furthermore, since Liang-Zhu has been primarily passed down in
popular storytelling and opera form, which have both been favorite art
forms among the people, ordinary everyday language has often been
replaced by refined and elegant verse. In my adaptation, I have sought to
preserve these original verses as much as possible to enrich the plot, such
as the string of analogies cited by Zhu Yingtai as Liang Shanbo sees her
off at the Eighteen-/i Pavilion. Each of these analogies are conveyed using
couplets which rhyme with one another, like the lines of a poem or a
song. I have also often purposely used archaic language in the dialogues
that is similar to the kind of vernacular found in classical opera to enhance
the historical “feel” of the novel. In the dialogues there may occasionally
appear some cliches in the classical language, but I have done my best to
avoid them.

The present adaptation of this poem-like folktale into novel form is
an experiment. My intention was to gather all the material I could about
the legend, and then bring out the best and eliminate the worst, to draw
on the strengths of the extant material while the supplementing the areas
of weakness, and to re-fashion the work as needed without rigidly adhering
to any particular source. Whether I have been successful is yet to be
determined, but it is my sincerest hope that I have presented a new and
more complete version of this outstanding work of folk literature.

The above is a tentative explanation of the creative process I
underwent in adapting the story, since I mentioned earlier that this is my
first attempt to draw on the lives of people in the feudal era to write a
novel. I therefore re-emphasize that, for me, this is a very new and
experimental work. Also, sometimes I lacked time and energy to work on
it, and so did not study the material as closely as I would have wished.
Accordingly, I beg the readers’ forgiveness for any oversights and would
welcome their suggestions for improvements.

Qingge
April 18, 1954
Shanghai
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PREFACE TO 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.

Bue 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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