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A site is often a topos in that it both marks a locus and serves as a topic. It is a 
common place that can be traversed or inhabited by a public and a rhetorical 

commonplace familiar to both its ~uthor and his audience.l Although there 
is no exact equivalent in Chinese to the Greek word topos that conveniently 

collapses the dual senses of locus and topic, the notion of ji ~ (site, trace, 
vestige) comes close. A ji is a site that emphasizes "vestiges" and "traces." It is 

a peculiar spatial-temporal construct. Spatially, a landmark, such as a tower, 

a terrace, a pavilion, or simply a stele, serves as its territorial signpost or per­

ceptual cue, and it is perceived to be a terrain distinct ftom the humdrum 
environment. Temporally, this plot of ground resonates with the plot of 

some vanished cause or deed. A landmark alone, however, does not make a 

site. No site in China is without an overlay of writing. To make a site ~ to 

cite texts. Listed in local gazetteers and literary anthologies, each site Ui) 
gathers under its heading a body of writing by a succession of authors of the 

past. It is therefore as much a literary topic as it is a physical locus; it comes 

laden with a host of eulogies and contemplations.2 A site is therefore textual­
ized.

3 
Once a locus congeals into a topic, its associated body of writing im­

bues it with a conceptual contour and an aura of distinction. A site is 

thereby perpetuated in the textual universe or by word of mouth, and conse-
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Fig. 11.1 Huang Yanpei, Lafeng Pagoda at Sunset. Photograph. 1914. After Zhongguo mingshen 
(Scenic China), no. 4: West La/u, Hangchow [HangzhouJ, ed. Huang Yanpei ec aI., 2.: 19 

(Shanghai: Commercial Press, 1915). 

quently its topographiC features and its landmarks become a secondary and 
tangential matter.4 Cycles of decay and repair may render the landmark into 
something widely different from the original. That matters little. The only 

function of the landmark, after all, is to stand as a perceptual cue or synec­
doche for the proverbial construct called a "site," a somewhat deceptive no­

tion premised on the primacy of physical place, topographic features, and 

prominence of landmarks. In reality, a site is a topos etched in collective 

memory by its capacity to inspire writings on it and the topical thinking it 
provokes. To visit a site is to take up that topos. In China, few literarily in­

clined visitors can resist that urge. All they need is a prompt from a stele or a 

pavilion, landmarks that purport or pretend to have links to the vanished 

past that the site once witnessed. 

A pagoda site (Fig. n.l) is a curious anomaly. With its soaring height, the 

pagoda is easily the most prominent kind of landmark that stakes out a site. 
Yet it is not an easy topos. Other architectural types are more favored for the 

topoi they facilitate. A terrace often marks the location of a bygone imperial 
palace and hence a reminder of an unfulfilled cause that occasions posterity's 

sighs and lamentations. A tomb is an easy topos for mourning a historical fig-
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ure whose martyrdom can be appropriated as a mirror for self-pity. A pavilion 
with its command of an open view stretching to the horizon, inspiring an out­
pouring of transcendental sentiments, is a commonplace of literary exercises. 
Not so for a pagoda with its dark overtones of numinous otherness. As a 
Buddhist monument that commemorates the Buddha Sakyamuni's sacred 
traces, it was adapted in China as a ritual signpost that facilitates the de­
ceased's journey into the afterlife. A pagoda borders on the numinous realm 
and evokes dark supernatural forces that it seeks to pacify. Traditional Chi­
nese literati were ill-disposed in their outings to note such unsettling matters. 
Moreover, the dearth of established discursive precedents make the pagoda 
less of a topos. One exception is the displacement of a pagoda into a tower or a 
pavilion on a height; it then became co-opted into the topoi surrounding pa­
vilions, a topic about transcendental immortality in the Daoist imaginary. 

Precisely because of its otherness, a pagoda presents itself as a potential 
alternative topos, one that engages the supernatural, the numinous, and the 
demonic. In traditional China, it was taken up by writers who explored folk­
loric sources as a reaction against an archaicizing orthodox taste. In modern 
times, it has engaged radical authors who tap the demonic other as a source 
of creative and subversive energy. To follow the perceptions and discursive 
use of a pagoda serves therefore not so much a purely architectural-historical 
interest as a literary one-it allows us to understand the role of physical 
signposts in generating a discourse. No other pagoda serves this purpose 
betterrhan the Leifeng Pagoda mdlf:l1f. 

Tope and Texts: The Apocalyptic Prelude 

To the west of the ciry of Hangzhou lies one of it most famous attractions, 
West Lake. Stepping out of the city and walking toward the lake, one sees 
on the left a hilly promontory jutting into the lake. The promontory is called 
Leifeng, Thunder Peak,s an extension of the South Screen Mountain that 
lies to its south (Fig. 11.2). The pagoda, which stood on the hill until it col­

lapsed in 1924, was popularly known as the Leifeng Pagoda. It was built by 
Qian Hongchu H:~~ (929-88) and his consorts in A.D. 976. Qian was the 
last ruler of Wu-Yue ~~, a state struggling for survival when most of 
China had been unified by the Song in the north. Qian paid homage to the 
Song court and made sure that none of his symbolic trappings and protocols 
displayed separatist ambitions. 
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Fig.II.1 Anonymous, West Lake. Ink on paper. Handscroll. 
Southern Song (1127-1279) period. Shanghai Museum. 

From the very beginning, the pagoda was deeply involved with writing 
and texts. Its brick tiles were molded with engraved names or cryptic ideo­
graphs. A vast number of the hollow tiles had holes in which were inserted a 
Buddhist dhcirani-sutra,6 prefaced with a votive inscription: "Qian Chu, Gen­

eralissimo of the Army of the World, King of W u-Yue, has made 84,000 

copies of this sutra and interred them into the pagoda at the W~t.Pass ~ 
an eternal offering. Noted on a day of the Eighth Month of the Yihal Year. 
The content of the sutra is strikingly congruent with the historical circum­

stances behind the construction of the pagoda and surprisingly prophetic of 
its fate. At the request of a brahman named Vimala Varaprabha, the sutra 
narrates, the Buddha leads his entourage to visit the brahman's home to re­
ceive his offering. On his way, he passes a park with an ancient stupa in de­
cay. "In decrepitude and shambles, the stupa was reduced. to a me~e earthen 
mount, overgrown with brambles and hazel grass, WIth debrIS strewn 
around." The Buddha circumambulates the stupa ruin for three rounds and 
then takes off his robe to cover it. uT ears begin to stream down his cheeks, 
mixed with blood. Having wept, he smiles. At that time, the Buddhas of 
Ten Directions, all weeping, fix their gaze on the stupa. Their radiance illu­

minates the stupa." Asked why he weeps, the Buddha explains: the mount 
used to be a seven-treasure stupa. Normally a structure enshrining a Bud­
dha's "whole body" would have defied decay. But "in posterity that is over­
come by the End of the Dharma when the multitude practice heresies, the 
Wonderful Dharma ought to disappear .... It is this reason," says the Bud-

. ,.8 
dha, "that causes me to shed tears. 
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Fig. 11.3 Sutra frontispiece from the Leifeng Pagoda. loth century. 

A surviving copy contains an illustration of the passage cited above9 that 
shows the Buddha present at the ruined mound and causing it to emit radi­
ance. Behind the Buddha is the treasure stupa in its original form (Fig. II.3). 
The graphic demonstration of the decaying of what initially is a splendid 
strucrure is a rather sobering visual parable. 

The decision to place an illustrated version of this sutra inside the 

Leifeng P:ljoda was poignantly significant. Only three years after the con­
struction of the pagoda, the prophecy of the "end of the Dharma" was ful­
filled: the W u-Yue kingdom was terminated. 10 Some five hundred years 
later, the pagoda itself was reduced to a ruin. 

From the very outset, the pagoda was a breeding ground for fiction. Tra­
dition has it that the pagoda was built for Qian's consort, Lady Huang 1i~, 
and texts often refer to it as Consort Huang's Pagoda (Huangfeita Ji~:trt). 
In truth, there never was a Lady Huang. 

A dedicatory inscription, written by Qian Hongchu and recovered from 
the pagoda, relates that the pagoda was built for pious reasons by a Buddhist 
layman, namely Qian himself, who "never stops reciting and poring over 
Buddhist sutras in the little spare time between ten thousand administrative 
affairs." It identifies an "Inner Court" donor (a consOrt) who possessed a 
10ck of the Buddha's hair" and wished to have a pagoda built to enshrine it. 
Initially, she planned to build a thirteen-story affair. Financial strains made 
this impossible, and a seven-story tower was the compromise. Six hundred 
Strings of cash were spent on the project.ll 

The identity of the "imperial consort" remains a mystery. According to a 
thirteenth-century copy of Qian's inscription, the pagoda was named after 
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Huangfei (Consort Huang). The standard history, which tends to be me­
ticulous, if not entirely accurate, in documenting kings' and princes' consorts 
and family members, records that Qian had two consorts in succession, one 
named Sun and the other named Yu; neither of them was named Huang. 
The "Consort Huang" mentioned in the transcribed version of the inscrip­
tion may well have resulted from a confusion between wangfoi I~ (royal 
consort) and huangfei 1i~ (Consort Huang), which in southern pronuncia­
tion are nearly identical. In the process of transcribing or typesetting the in­
scription, wang may have been rendered as huang.12 

It is not clear which consort was the force behind the pagoda construc­
tion. Qian's wife Sun Taizhen flj(Jt accompanied her husband on his 
trip north to pay tribute to the Song court. Song Emperor T aizu made a 
controversial decision to confer the title "imperial consort of the Wu-Yue 
kingdom" on her, against opposition from his prime minister, who argued 
that a local prince's wife was not entitled to such an honor. Sun died in the 
first month of 977.13 Qian's next wife was Lady Yu, who did not claim the 
title of "imperial consort." The near-coincidence between Sun's death and 

the date of the construction of the pagoda points to a connection with her, 
either during her sickness or her funeral, a standard practice in medieval 
China. In any event, a possible corrupt textual transmission may have 
spawned the fiction. Taking cues from the inscription, Wu Renchen ~f± 
g!, the Qing dynasty author of the Spring and Autumn of the Ten Kingdoms 
(Shiquo chunqiu +~tftk), created a biography of this Consort Huang out 
of the promes of Qian's two real consorts.14 This he did in the spirit of writ­
ing history. In retrospect, the veiled association of the pagoda with a mystery 
woman is significant since women do figure prominently in the later popular 
tales that accumulated around the pagoda. IS 

Pagoda and Pavilion 

In the first two centuries after its construction, the Leifeng Pagoda did not 

become much of a site. Following the W u-Yue Kingdom, the Song ruled 
the Hangzhou area. The Thunder Peak Pagoda underwent a succession of 
notable renovations in the twelfth century.16 Although its presence on the 
hilltop is unquestionable, there is no indication until the mid-thirteenth cen­

tury that visitors to the site paid much attention to it. Su Shi ~$t (1036-

IIOI), who twice held an official post in Hangzhou, wrote profusely and en­
thusiastically about various scenes around the lake. As the temple gazetteer 
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indicates, he visited the ]ingci Monastery ~~=¥, whose grounds included 
the Thunder Peak Pagoda! and bequeathed poems to the abbey. His poems 
fancifully conjure up the oneiric image of the "golden crucian carp" of the 
South Screen Mountain on which the Thunder Peak Pagoda stood (JCSZ, 
pp. 4020-21), but not the pagoda itselE In fact, nowhere in the huge number 
of works by Su Shi inspired by West Lake is the pagoda mentioned. Either 
the sight of the pagoda simply did not register with him, or it did not strike 
him as worthy of mention.

17
Lu You ~Wf (U25-I2IO) was another of the 

notable literary figures who visited South Screen Mountain. In his "Note on 
the South Garden," he mentioned that he did "look left and right" (]CSZ, pp. 
4057-58). Still, the Thunder Peak Pagoda was simply not on his horizon. 
Likewise, Qisong ~~ (?-1071), an eminent monk of the Lingyin Monas­
tery 1i~,~~ in the lake area, left a detailed description of an ascent of South 
Screen Mountain. Upon reaching the mountain top, with its sweeping view 
of the four quarters, he was overcome with lofty sentiments, but he spent 

not a drop of ink on the Thunder Peak Pagoda. Not that he was insensitive 
to landmarks. In fact, he took care to mark and punctuate his itinerary with 
pavilions. He began his trek with the Cloud-Clearing Pavilion and then 
passed by the Green-Gathering Pavilion, the Seclusion-Commencing Pavil­
ion, and the White-Cloud Pavilion. He made a point of recording his trip 
"so that the future generation may admire [him] as a traveller.,,18 In so doing, 

he also left a puzzle. One would imagine that unobtrusive pavilions are likely 
to be lost in the lush mountain forest. They simply do not compare in 
prominence with a pagoda on a hilltop. Why did Qisong pay meticulous at­
tention to pavilions at the expense of the Thunder Peak Pagoda, which was 

no doubt in his visual field? His preference speaks volumes about the kind of 
values attached to these different architectural sites. 

To a traditional Chinese writer, not all architectural sites make a topic. 
The monumental grandeur of the structure itself has almost nothing to do 
with this. Typically, the kinds oflandmarks that serve as topics for a writer 
are towers, terraces, kiosks, and pavilions (lou ;fI, tai If, ting Jjt, ge M)­
some for their nostalgic associations with imperial palaces or the vanished 
glories of remote or bygone eras; others for their open views of distant land­
scapes, which prompt transcendent aspirations.19 In other words, landmarks 
and monuments are deemed worthy of remarking only when they accom­
modate two major topoi: contemplation of the vanished past (huaigu fll:!l) 
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Fig. II.4 Map ofTen Views of West Lake. 

and journey to the lands of the immortals (youxian ~fllJ), that is, immanent 
Confucian sentiment and transcendent Daoist yearning. The former may 
thus encompass a tomb of a martyr-minister or a chaste woman or the ruins 
of an imperial palace. Compared with these, Buddhist sites attract less pro­
found discursive ruminations. The pagoda, the foremost example of Bud­
dhist architecture, commands conspicuously less writing than a famous im­
perial consort's tomb. Whenever it does inspire writing, it is only because 
the pagoda is displaced in the mind of the writer and becomes a H cloud­

scaling" tower (/ou) good for immortal-aspiring thoughts. Even such an emi­
nent monk as Qisong found little to say about the Thunder Peak Pagoda 
while leaving no stone unturned when it came to pavilions.20 

The situation of the Leifeng Pagoda improved somewhat in thirteenth 
century. Some local dilettantes (haoshizhe 9JJlJ.1f; literally, "busybodies") 
divided the scenery of West Lake into ten topics known as HT en Views of 
West Lake" (Fig. 1l.4),21 modeled after the popular imaginary topography 
of HEight Views" of the Xiao and Xiang Rivers.22 The HFishing Village in 
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Fig. 11.5 Ye Xiaoyan, "Leifeng Pagoda at Sunset." Ink and color 

on silk. Album leaf from the set Ten Views of West Lake. 13th cen­
tury. National Palace Museum, Taibei. 

Evening Glow" from the Eight Views of Xiaoxiang became "Thunder Peak 

in Evening Glow" of West Lake. The Leifengra became the centerpiece of 
this view (Fig. II.5) and consequently the topic for eulogies. The writings in­
spired by the pagoda were, however, rather generic, the kind engendered by 
any tower or pavilion. 

Romancing the Pagoda: From "Ancient Site" to "Aberrant Site" 

In the ]iajing era (1522-66) of the Ming dynasty, there emerged a discursive 
interest in taking a pagoda on its own terms instead of treating it as a dis­
placed tower. Some time before 1547, a well-known publisher named Hong 
Pian ~fff printed Stories by Sixty Authors (Liushijia xiaoshuo i\+%/J\rot),23 
a collection of tales drawn largely from the oral storytelling tradition. In­
cluded in the collection is "The Story of the Three Pagodas." 
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Set in West Lake, the story concerns Xi Xuanzan ~1[., a young man 
of Lin' an, who rescues a young girl named Bai Maonu S 9P ~ who has lost 
her way and reunites the young girl with her family. Xi meets the young 
girl's mother, a sensuous woman dressed in white, and the girl's grand­
mother, who is attired in black. Xi becomes the lover of the woman in white, 
who customarily kills her previous lover when she takes a new one. The 
same misfortune would have befallen Xi had it not been for the intervention 
of the young girl. Eventually a Daoist exorciser exposes the true identity of 
the three women: the young girl turns out to be a black chicken; the woman 
in white, a white snake; and the woman in black, an otter. The exorciser 
raises funds to build three stone pagodas in West Lake. The three monsters 
are subjugated beneath them. Xi becomes a religious layman.24 The tale of 
the Three Pagodas is the oldest surviving story of the White Snake woman 
. I ' d 25 mvo vmg a pago a. 

The story of a young man's romantic involvement with a snake-tumed­

woman has a long tradition in Chinese literature.26 The Taipingguangji *3f 
)jf ~c, for instance, devotes four entire juan to narratives of human encoun­

ters with snakes. One story tells of a young man named Li Huang *1i 
whose erotic encounter with a white snake-turned-beauty ends in his hor­
rible death in a deserted private garden.27 In the same juan ofTaipingguangji. 
a group of visitors to Mount Song gather under a pagoda. They kill a snake 
several zhang 3t long encircling the inner pillar of the pagoda and in due 
time are struck down by thunder.28 

For our purposes, what is remarkable about the story of the Three Pago­
das is its interest in "ancient sites." It begins by noting the famous sites in the 
West Lake district: the Hall of Three Worthies, the Temple of Four Sages, 
the Vestige of Su Dongpo, and the Old Residence of Lin Bu, and so forth. It 
ends with the building of Three Pagodas to subjugate the three monsters. 
Moreover, it refers to the location of the Three Pagodas as "an ancient site 

h h . d h' d ,,29 t at as survIve up to t IS ay. 
The author thus gives a bold new twist to the sense of an "ancient site." 

Technically, the Three Pagodas indeed qualified as "ancient sites" in the six­
teenth century. Back in the late eleventh century, Su Shi, then prefect of 
Hangzhou, had built three pagodas on the lake, close to the islet near the 
south shore of West Lake, as territorial and boundary markers to control 

private farming activities on the lake. The site became one of the Ten Views 
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Fig.II.6 Ye Xiaoyan, "Three Srupas Reflecting Moonlight: Ink 

and color on silk. Album leaf from the set Ttn Vitw ojWtst Laltt. 
13th century. National Palace Museum, Taibei. 

of West Lake in the thirteenth century (Fig. u.6). In the late fifteenth cen­
tury, the greed and corruption of monks of the Buddhist monastery on the 

n~arb~ islet enraged Yin Zishu ~T~, a government inspector known for 
hIS stnct,,~nd bold administr~~ive decisions. Yin ordered the monastery and 
pagodas . mstantly destroyed. So when "The Story of the Three Pagodas" 
was publIShed, the Three Pagodas were either nonexistent or in ruins, since 
they were not rebuilt until 16u.

30 In either case, they were N ancient sites" (guji 
il~). 

.. Curiously, although any "traces" (ji) ofSu Dongpo's activities are usually 
dill~ently catalogu.ed and often invented/I the site of the Three Pagodas, 

~hlch ar.e un~ues~lon~bly ~so:iated with him, was not accorded the prestig­
IOUS deSignation ancient site. For one thing, in the sixteenth century the 
criteria for the "ancient" or "archaic" (gu) were quite strict. Nothing short of 

Han prose and High Tang poetry qualified as "ancient." A site associated 
with a Song figure, despite his fame, was consequently not "ancient." 
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The location, however, acquired the august appellation "ancient site" in 
conjunction with a high tale of the demonic. This odd association reflects an 
inner tension of the period. The archaicizing taste that put a premium on 
the literary standards of the Han and High Tang still dominated the first 
half of the sixteenth century. At the same time, a new interest in the con­
temporary "racy words from the streets," or folkloric ballads and tales, began 
to gather momentum. Open-minded scholars, such as Li Kaixian *1m5t 
(1502-68), were making a strong case for romance (chuanqi 1t ~) and other 
popular forms of folkloric literature.32 Even Li Mengyang *Jt~ (1473-

1530), the most prominent proponent of archaism and a major force in shap­
ing antiquarian taste, conceded late in his life that "nowadays, authentic 
poetry comes in fact from folkloric sources:,33 The association of the snake­
woman story with a physical location labeled an "ancient site" therefore 
either reconciles the two competing impulses or legitimizes the burgeoning 
interest in folkloric literature. 

Nor is it entirely surprising that a tale of the demonic such as the White 
Snake should be sited in a pagoda. In the mid-sixteenth century when the 
tale of the White Snake was taking shape in printed and stage versions, sev­
eral pagodas were likely candidates to become the setting of the tale. Quite a 
few sites of pagodas in the lake area were associated with snake lore. The pa­
goda on the Southern Peak, also built under Qian Hongchu in the tenth 
century, stood close to Bowl Pond (Boyutan ffi;t;%:~), a name that prompts 
an association with the bowl used by the monk Fahai ¥i;#JJ to contain the 

white snake, as described in a story in Feng Menglong's ~~ft (1574-1645) 

collection (see below). Beside the pond is White Dragon Cave. A huge 
boulder nearby is allegedly the altar where a Daoist once pacified a mon­
ster.34 The Baoshu Pagoda i*;E{:J;tf on the Northern Mountain across the 
lake was also built in the tenth century. Toward the end of fifteenth century, 
a thunderbolt killed three itinerant monks inside the pagoda together with a 
"huge snake which weighed fifty pounds. In its belly were ten or so white 
embryos:' Soon afrer, the pagoda collapsed into ruins.35 

At some point the ruins of the Three Pagodas and, across from them on 
the south shore, the Leifeng Pagoda became the setting of the story in 
printed versions. It appears that in the mid-sixteenth century, the story was 
not yet linked to a specific pagoda. In his topographic account of West Lake, 
Tian Rucheng E8 79: pj(; (jinshi 1526) recorded a "popular saying" that the 
White Snake and Green Fish, two monsters from the lake, were imprisoned 

http://11.fi
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beneath the Leifeng Pagoda.36 Elsewhere, he told a story of a young man 
named Xu Jingchun ~J:~ who has an amorous encounter on the lake 
with a beautiful woman attended by a maid. After a night of dalliance, the 
woman gives the man a "double-fish fan" as a souvenir. The man wakes up 
near the woman's grave.37 The narrative resonates with the White Snake 
story in its cast and relationships, although it has no pagoda. Tian also noted, 
in a separate context, that the taozhen 1IfijJ. performers of the lake area told 
stories set in the Southern Song (taozhen were a kind of chantefable, or "sing­
speak," popular in the lower Y angzi region). Their repertoire included the 
tales of the Double-Fish Fan and the Leifeng Pagoda, which were treated as 
two separate stories. In the meantime, the White Snake lore was increas­
ingly wedded to the Leifeng Pagoda. Surviving librettos of stage plays, with 
prefaces dated in the 1530S, include such titles as "Madame White Clasped 
Under the Leifeng Pagoda for Eternity:,38 

The Leifeng Pagoda had its share of snake lore, an association that may 

have prepared the way for its linkage with the White Snake story. During 
the late Northern Song, the pagoda was damaged in warfare between the 
imperial army and peasant insurgents. The affiliated monastery was de­
stroyed, leaving the pagoda alone "standing dilapidated" amid brambles. 
Around 1I30, a Southern Song construction force decided to pull down the 
pagoda to use its materials to fortify the city walls of Hangzhou against the 
northern Jurchen invaders. "Suddenly," according to a twelfth-century rec­
ord, "a huge python appeared, encircling the foundation [of the pagoda] .... 
The numinous site (lingji il~) has thus manifested itsel£" The curious 
happening stopped the demolition and led to the restoration of the pagoda 
later in the twelfth cenrury.39 

An incident in the mid-sixteenth century may have strengthened the as­
sociation between the Leifeng Pagoda and the White Snake. In 1553, pirates 
and bandits harassed the coastal region, including the lake district.40 A rogue 
army of 3,000 troops turned the monastery into their barracks, sending 
monks in flight, "scurrying like rats:' The soldiers ruined the landscape: HAll 
the bamboos were razed" (JCSZ, 404za). During this period of military 
chaos, a fire broke out in the pagoda. It burned away all the wooded eaves 
and interior stairways and left the pagoda an "empty shell," a colossal ruin 
with rampant plants growing from its brick eaves (Fig. 1l.7).41 Before the fire, 

the exquisite architecrural structure had evoked, by virtue of its association 
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Fig. II., Leifeng Pagoda in ruins. 19Z0S. After Tokiwa Daijo. 
Shina bukltyo shiseki hyokai (Buddhist monuments in China) (To­
kyo: Bukkyo shiseki kenkyukai, 1931). vol. s. pI. ss. 
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with a Buddhist monastery, a kind of Chan tranquility that fulfilled people's 
expectations of a landscape vista. The fire fundamentally changed the char­
acter of the pagoda and gave it a desolate mood. The ruin may have spawned 
fantasies about the demonic and may have made its association with the 

White Snake lore all the more compelling. In the Wanli years (1573-16zo), 
the tale circulated that "the Buddhist master contains the White Snake in a 
bowl and clasps it under the Leifeng Pagoda. Tradition has it that under­
neath the Leifeng Pagoda are two snakes, one green and one white.,,42 

Certainly by t~e early seventeenth century, the link benre~n the White 
Snake and the Lelfeng Pagoda was cemented. Yu Chunxi Jj(¥Jtm (~-16zl) 
noted in the 1609 edition of the Qiantang County Gazetteer: ' 
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According to a popular saying, the Leifeng Pagoda serves to subjugate the monsters 
White Snake and Green Fish. People, old and young, keep telling the story to one 
another. During the Jiajing period, the pagoda bdched smoke that spiraled up into 
the sky. They said it was the two monsters spouting venom. A closer look revealed 
that it was only swarms ofinsecrs. The romance (chuanqi) is indeed false.43 

Yu also wrote a poem on the Leifeng Pagoda, which ends with the line "The 

serpentine monster traverses the stone blocks."44 

The definitive touch comes from the short story "Madame White Eter­

nally Subjugated Under the Leifeng Pagoda," which is included in Feng 

Menglong's Jingshi tongyan tf1itJi § (1624). This narrative version is not 

only the earliest surviving comprehensive account of the subject,45 but it also 

solidified the Leifeng Pagodas position as the topographic locus for the 

story: 

[Having turned Madame White and her maid into their original form of a snake 
and a fish], the venerable monk picked up the two tame creatures with his hand and 
dropped them into the begging bowl. He then tore off a length of his robe and 
sealed the top of the bowl with it. Carrying the bowl with him and depositing it on 
the ground before Thunder Peak Monastery, he ordered men to move bricks and 
stones so as to erect a pagoda to encase the bowl and keep it inviolate. Afterward Xu 
Xuan went about collecting subscriptions, and the pagoda eventually became a 
seven-tiered strucrure, so solid and enduring that, for thousands of years to come, 
the White Snake and Green Fish would be prevented ftom afflicting the world. 
When the venerable monk had subjugated these evil spirits and consigned them to 
the pagoda, he composed a chant of four lines: 

When the West Lake is drained of its water 
And rivers and ponds are dried up, 
When Thunder Peak Pagoda crumbles, 
The White Snake S?all again roam the earth.46 

All subsequent narrative versions and dramatic adaptations of the story end 

with this scene. The pagoda site thus truly becomes a topos, a common place 

(hence a commonplace) that admits a concentrated topical thinking and in­

vention, a foundation or a scaffolding on which fiction and drama could be 
built. 

This is indeed what happened later. One of the major theatrical adapta­

tions afrer the seventeenth-century short story was Huang Tubi's 1iiI~ 
1738 stage play The Leifeng Pagoda. In Huang's play, the construction of 

the Leifeng Pagoda becomes the structural framework: the play both begins 
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and ends with it. In the opening scene, the Buddha anticipates the romance 

involving the White Snake and instructs Fahai to build a seven-story pagoda 

after the model the Buddha gives to him so that the "two monsters" can 

be subjugated under it for eterniry. The play ends exactly as the opening an-, 
, . d.47 tlclpate 

Nearly contemporary to Huang'S adaptation is a script allegedly by a fa­
mous actor named Chen Jiayan ~. § and his daughter, a version that is 
staged more often. It survives in later copies and is still performed today.48 In 

1771, based on this version, Fang Chengpei 15 JixJif readapted the tale for 

the theater. Not only did Fang retain the title The Leifeng Pagoda and con­

tinue to use the pagoda construction as the structural framing device, but the 

pagoda looms even latger in his theatrical universe. Before the snake woman 

is subjugated and imprisoned under the pagoda, she gives birth to a child 

who grows up to succeed in the official examination system.49 No longer is 

the final pagoda scene purely an act of subjugation. In an emotionally 

wrenching scene, the son pays a visit to his entombed mother and seeks her 

release. The pagoda, in fact, has become a prison. Obeying the traditional 

imperative of happy ending. the Buddha releases the snake woman and ar­
ranges for her and her husband to ascend to the T ushita Heaven. 

By this point, the Leifeng Pagoda had become more than a mere setting 

and framing device; it is now truly a topos that can generate further narrative 

and dramatic possibilities. To intensify the emotional resonance of the play 

at its close, the playwright directs the audience's attention not to the charac­

ters in the play but to the pagoda itsel£ One of the Buddha's attendants sug­

gests that the pagoda be destroyed. No, says the Buddha, it ought to be left 

for the posterity to look up to. The play thus ends first with the invitation: 

"Why not turn to West Lake and take a look at the soaring pagoda in eve­

ning glow?" This is followed by a poetic pastiche of eight lines, each taken 

from a Tang poet, celebrating the grandeur of the pagoda and the moral of 

the play. The pastiche thematizes the working of a topos: a pagoda is but a 

topic under which one can gather textual bits as building blocks to make a 

"soaring pagoda." To elaborate on the play is to build on the architectonic 

topos of the Leifeng Pagoda. It comes as no surprise that many subsequent 

playwrights seized on the pagoda scene to create dramatic situations. With 

the evocative pagoda as a locus and a cue, endless inventions and variations 

on the same theme become possible. In one Suzhou tanci ~~ (a story­

telling performance to the accompaniment of string instruments), for in-
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stance, the snake woman gives birth to a child right inside the pagoda.so The 
pagoda is where the drama is. 

The evocative power of the Leifeng Pagoda as a topos derives not so 
much from its architectural monumentality as from its efficacy as a haunted 
ruin that puts people in touch with the strange and the otherworldly. The 
generic associations of a ruin constitute a sufficient cue for writers to elabo­
rate on the topos. The libretto of a popular storytelling performance (zidishu 
::p ~ ilf) on the Leifeng Pagoda paints a chilling word picture: 

The pagoda top soars into the sky. In the morning and evening views, it blocks out 
the sun and the moon. It metamorphoses into unpredictable moods with cloud and 
smoke, varying with the sun and rain .. .. The bleak sight is certainly saddening. 

The mdancholy cloud hovers closdy around the pagoda top. Dark vapors surround 
its base. Mournful winds from the four quarters rattle the bronze bdls; drizzles chill 
the green tiles of the thirteen stories. Strange birds on top of the pagoda crow dole­

fully as if decrying an injustice .... And this is the sight of the Leifeng Pagoda at 
sunset. What a strange view!51 

Accuracy counts for little here; the Leifeng Pagoda has never been thirteen­
story high, nor did it ever have green tiles. Either the writer had never 
seen the Leifeng Pagoda in person or he thought the empirical facts about 
the real Leifeng Pagoda irrelevant. For him and his audience, the Leifeng 
Pagoda was a topos co which one attaches words and situations. Whereas 
Huang Tubi, the author of the 1738 version of Leifeng Pagoda, was apologetic 
about the liberties he took with the Leifeng Pagoda and worried that 
they may have tarnished the reputation of the "thousand-year-old famous 
site," Fang Chengpei, the playwright of the 1771 version, was unrepentant 
about his project of "transforming the stinking decay into a miraculous won­

der and alloying gold out of the debris of a ruin." In a preface to the play, 
Fang noted: "This pagoda, otherwise known as Huangfei Pagoda, was built 

by an imperial consort of the Wu-¥ue kingdom .... It was ruined by fire 
during the Jiajing period. Whether the matter of the Buddhist master of 
Song subjugating the White Snake is true or not is simply irrelevant.,,52 The 
pagoda is, as the closing lines of Huang's play would have it, "the site for visi­
tors in the next thousand years to come to admire and sigh; it is what is left 
for the Buddhist community to perpetuate tales." Moreover, it is not just any 
ordinary topos, but one that allows posterity "to talk about sprites and spir­
its unlike humans, [a site where] a familiar situation may be transformed 
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into an extraordinary scenario:,53 In other words, it is a topos for the super­
natural and strange. 

The Story of the Three Pagodas, the earliest surviving printed version of the 
White Snake story, is reticent about the demonic nature of the pagoda site 
where the subjugation of the monsters takes place. It chooses to veil it with 
the phrase "an ancient site and surviving trace" (guji yizong J!i'~iI~).54 By 
the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, such reticence was no longer nec­
essary. The site of the Leifeng Pagoda was recognized as the "aberrant site" 
(guaiji ~lE.iI().55 Mo Langzi fI~::P, a southern writer of the Kangxi period 

(1662-1722), cast his stories in a purely topographic framework. Each of the 
sixteen stories published in his Wonderful Tales of West Lake: Sites Ancient and 
Modern (Xihu jiahua gujin yiji ®'~itmsJ!i' ~illi'Ol') is attached to a specific 
"site" (ji). Moreover, each is characterized as a particular kind of site: an 
"immortal's site," an "administrative site," a "man of talent's site," a "poetic 
site," a "dream site," a "drunken site," a "laughing site," a "romantic site," an 
"imperial site," a "regretting site," and so on. The Leifeng Pagoda is the "ab_ 
errant site" (guaiji) , and Mo made a point of defending the "aberrant": 

I used to bear in mind Confucius' dictum that one ought not to speak of the aber­

rant. Hence I considered it trifling to bother with devious actions and matters that 
border on absurdity and would leave them aside. But, given the immensity of the 
universe, is there anything that does not happen? Absurdities are indeed not worth 

accounting for, but what if a matter can be traced [to its origin] and its site still sur­

vives? Take, for example, the Leifeng Pagoda prominent on West Lake. Researching 

its origin, one finds that it was built to subjugate monsters. It has survived up to this 
day. The Leifeng Pagoda in Evening Glow has become one of the Ten Views of 

West Lake. The aberrant has been normalized. The tombs of royal martyrs and 

hills of immortals have received detailed narration and provided pleasurable viewing 
for thousands of years. Why should the matters that are at once aberrant and nor­
mal be a taboo? Why can't they lend themsdves to a ddightful hearing? 

He ends his story with the advice: "Those who admire the Leifeng [Pagoda] 
should visit the site and mull over the aberrant happenings (guaishi) associ­
ated with it:,56 

Here Mo Langzi takes on the Confucian bias against "the aberrant, the 
violent, the spiritual, and the strange:' The traditional moral taxonomy un­
derlying canonical "sites," such as Confucian virtues ofloyalty and the Daoist 

ideal of immortality, is found to be wanting. New categories of "sites" are 
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needed, such as the "aberrant sites," if only to revise our rigid classification sys­

tem and expand our cognitive horizon, "given the immensity of the universe." 

Strategically, Mo Langzi tries to make his case by blurring the line between 

the aberrant and the normal. The force of his argument for the H aberrant sites" 

lies in its subversion of traditional value systems. It is not mat the aberrant 

sites have vinues in themselves; rather, there is something fundamentally 

wrong with their banishment from the cultural and moral topography. Mo 

Langzi's sixteen kinds of sites are a new cognitive mapping that reconstitutes 

cultural topography; the Haberrant site" is one of the new features. 

The recognition of the aberrant sites had been anticipated at the begin­

ning of the seventeenth century. In 1609, Yang Erzeng;tiJi ~ , also known 

as the Dream-Traveling Daoist of Qiantang (Qiantang woyou daoren ~:If 
~r~:i!A), compiled and published the Strange Views Within the [Four} Seas 
(Hainei qiguan #lJ Pi! ~.). According to Yang, he was motivated by a desire 

to educate the armchair traveler: "There are metamorphoses of clouds, fogs, 

winds, and thunders under the blue sky and the bright sun; there are strange 

and weird people, creatures, and plants in the sandy region of the Ganges 

River. The mountains and rivers yonder are truly quaint and unpredict­

able .. .. [1] have therefore marked them out to show what one's eyes and ears 

cannot reach:·57 The book includes a woodblock print of the "Leifeng Pa­

goda at Sunset," presumably as a specimen of Hthe truly quaint and unpre­

dictable:' Two young scholars, accompanied by an old rustic, stand at the 

foot of the pagoda and look up, apparently riveted by the spectacle of this 

ruined pagoda. Behind the scholars, two attendant boys are busy laying out 

inkstones and other insttuments so that their masters can write down their 

thoughts on the spot (Fig. 11.8). The print visually makes a case for the pa­

goda as a topos: visit to the site occasions writing about it. 

Yang Erzeng matches the print with a poem on the same subject by Mo 

Fan, ~JI, a mid-Ming writer (Fig. 11.9): 

The setting sun bathes the ancient pagoda in ever-dimming red. 
The shadows of mulberries and dms half-shroud the houses along 

the western shore. 
The reflection of the evening glow lingers on the waves like 

washed brocade. 
This Buddhist kingdom amid a cloud of flowers is no mundane realm. 
Ten miles of pleasure boats nearly all beached on the shore, 
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Fig.II.8 Chen Yiguan. HLeifeng Pagolk in Evening Glow." Carving 
by Wang Zhongxing ofXin' an. In Strange Views of the World (Hainti 
qiguan). 1609. compo Yang Erzeng. After Zhongguo gudai banhua 
congkan erbian (Shanghai: Shanghai guji chubanshe.1994). 8: l69. 

The lake reverberates with the chants of fishermen and water 
chestnut gatherers. a landscape apart. 

In a lakeshore pavilion. a person waits for the moon to rise. 
Red curtains rolled up, the railings await the return of the visitor.58 
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There is a glaring disjuncture between the print and the poem attached to it. 

The poem, written before the fire reduced the pagoda to a ruin, rhapsodizes 

about the celestial splendor of the edifice and the idyllic landscape surround-



508 EUGENE Y. WANG 

Fig. 11.9 Mo Fan (16th c.), "Leifeng Pagoda in Evening 
Glow." In Strange Views of tht World, 1609, compo Yang Erzeng. 
After Zhongguo gudai banhua cong/um trbian (Shanghai: Shang­
hai guji chubanshe, 1994), 8: z69. 

ing it; the print, made half a century after the fire, ftankly presents the bi­
zarre, fire-damaged pagoda as a curious sight. The print is more consistent 
with Yang's professed interest in the strange as articulated in his preface 

rather than the mellow poem anachronistically yoked to it. The disjuncture 
may have resulted from the compiler's intent to legitimize the newfound in­
terest in the strange by a touch of elegance. It makes the indulgence in the 
strange sight as displayed in the print all the more an illicit pleasure. 
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An Alternative Tapas: The Supernatural Naturalized 

The strained yoking in Strange Views of the woodblock print of a strange 
sight with a poem praising serenity betrays an anxiety about the legitimacy 
of the strange.59 The same kind of inner tension is also discernible in Huang 
Tubi's play. Once "a gigantic pagoda" is set on the stage, as we read from the 
script, the monk Fahai exclaims: "What a treasure pagoda!" He then sings: 

[1 shall] embrace the white cloud and green hill and fill them in 

the void of the pagoda. 

The spirits' craftsmanship and demons' axes make it a modd of 

extraordinary shape. 

They are indeed a splendor of gold and blue hues. 

From now on, among the Six Bridges and Ten Ponds, 

The Leifeng Pagoda ranks as the top one. 

It occasions poems with staying resonances. 

It spawns paintings of a vast serenity and cool mood.
60 

The otherwise demonic White Snake and Green Fish are poeticized into 
innocuous "white cloud and green hill." The unruly supernatural intimation 
of ghosts and spirits is displaced into a supernatural force harnessed for con­
struction of the pagoda, a trope often deployed in praising an architectural 
splendor. Moreover, the poems and pictures generated from this architec­
tural topos are just one of those landscape pieces. 

The Leifeng Pagoda indeed constitutes a topos of the strange, yet its 
strangeness ranges from the eerily supernatural and darkly demonic to the 
blithely transcendent. At one end of the spectrum is the bleak vision of the 
pagoda shrouded in "dark vapors" and "melancholy clouds," with strange 
birds perched on its chilling "green tiles" "crowing dolefully" in the "mourn­
ful wind:.61 At the other end is the pastoral serenity of ·white cloud and 

green hill," endowed with a touch of otherworldliness. Working with the 
same topos of the strange localized in the Leifeng Pagoda, dramatists and 
novelists, closer to folkloric culture, are more likely to toy with the dark 
force of the unruly monsters and spirits; the elite, on the other hand, tend to 
naruralize the supernatural, harmonize the disruptive, and use this topos, an 
intimation of the otherworldliness, to express eremitic aspirations. 

Li Liufang *mt7J (1575-1629), a literati-painter who frequented West 
Lake, is most responsible for propagating a transcendent topos out of the co-
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lossal ruin of the Leifeng Pagoda. In a colophon on his uifeng Pagoda in Twi­
light, Li wrote: 

My friend [Wen] Zijiang once said: "Of the two pagodas on the lake, the Leifeng 

Pagoda is like an old monk; the Baoshu Pagoda [across the lake] a female beauty: I 

really like this line. In 1611, while viewing lotus flowers in the pond with Fang Hui, I 

composed a poem: "The Leifeng Pagoda leans against the sky like a drunken old 

man: [Yan] Yinchi saw it and jumped to his feet, exclaiming that Zijiang's "old 

monk" is not as good as my ·drunken old man" in capturing the mood and manner­

ism of the pagoda. I used to live in a pavilion on a hill overlooking the lake. Morning 

and evening, I faced the Leifeng [Pagoda]. There he is-a sagging old man hunched 

amid the mountains shrouded in twilight and violet vapor. The sight intoxicated me. 

I closed my poem with the line: ·This old man is~ as poised and aloof like clouds and 

water." I did base mysdf on Zijiang's ·old man" trope. Written afrer getting drunk 
in the Tenth Moon of 1613.62 

Much of this mood is captured in his painting of an old monk (Fig. 1l.10). 

Li Liufang earned his juren degree in 1606. The failure of his subsequent 

attempts at the advanced degree crushed any hopes he may have had of an 

official career. Frustrated, he settled for earning a living by tutoring and sell­
ing his writings. He took to drink to escape from financial embarrassments, 
severe illness, and the bleak late Ming politicallandscape.63 The images of 

the monk and a drunken old man he and his friend projected onto the 

Leifeng Pagoda are very much self-portraits: a convention-defying tipsy 

monk who rises above the world and plays his own games. Li curbed the 

mutinous energy of the image by qualifying the otherwise crazy monk with a 
mellowing old age and a ·sensibility as placid as the mist and water," that is, 

anything but melodramatic, too old and exhausted to be swashbuckling de­
spite inebriation. The Leifeng Pagoda plays right into Li's emotional needs. 

Decrepit and strange, it nevertheless stands still. 

The characterization of the pagoda as a drooping old drunkard or a 
monk proved to be an infectious topos that attracted a massive following. 

Even a fiercely imaginative writer such as Zhang Dai ~m (1597-1679) 

seems never to have got enough of this topos. Four poems in his Tracing 
West LAke in a Dream are devoted to it: 

Master Wen portrays the Leifeng Pagoda­

An old monk with his robe hanging there. 

He watches West Lake day and night, 

and never has enough of it in all his life. 
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Fig. 11.10 Li Liufang (1575-16z9), "Monk Under a Tree." Ink on 
paper. Album leaf from Landscapts and FlowtrS. Shanghai Museum. 
Afrer Zhongguo mtishu quanji huihuabian Mingdai huihua, ed. Yang 
Han et aI. (Shanghai: Shanghai renmin meishu chubanshe, 1988), 

8: 99, pI. 9Z.4. 

Fragrant breezes come, every now and then, 

West Lake is a couch for drunkards. 

There he is, standing upside down, the old drunken man 

In one breath, he gulps down the entire lake and all.64 ' 

The bleak and desolate Leifeng [Pagoda] 
How can it stand the sunset at all~ 

Its body is all smoke and vapor, 

Like an old man who lifrs his long beards and howls.65 
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Elsewhere, he wrote about the HLeifeng Pagoda at Sunset" as one of the 
NT en Views": 

The crumbling pagoda borders on the lake shore, 
A sagging drunken old fool. 

Extraordinary sentiment resides in the rubble, 

Why should the humans meddle with it at all~ 66 
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The trope of the Leifeng Pagoda as a drunken old monk is richly suggestive 
and apt for disgruntled literati. Its "strange" and freakish overtones serve as a 
canvas for the projections of their disenchantment with worldly affairs and 
their aloofness and withdrawal from them; at the same time, the image is 
mellow enough to keep them free of any suspicion of strident excess and 
dark and demonic riotousness, examples of bad taste and lack of elegance to 
be studiously avoided. Hence few of the literati who visited the Leifeng Pa­
goda were inclined to evoke the White Snake even though they were thor­
oughly familiar with the lore. The old drunkard or old monk suited their 
taste better. They could live with, and relate to, the sedate, sagging old-man­
like pagoda ruins, but not the monstrosiry, hailing from the theatrical uni­
verse, that haunts it. 

This is best demonstrated by the Qianlong emperor's response to the pa­

goda site. Between 1751 and 1784, Qianlong made six tours of inspection to 
south China. Each time, the itinerary included West Lake, including the 
Leifeng Pagoda site. To entertain the emperor during his long boat trip, salt 
merchants recruited a group of celebrated actors and commissioned a new 
adaptation of the Leifeng Pagoda, which resulted in Fang Chengpei's Romance 
of the Leifeng Pagoda (1771). A stage was then constructed on two boats that 
preceded the emperor's boat, facing the emperor. Qianlong was thus able to 
watch the play on his way to its real site. He thoroughly enjoyed it.67 His 
visits to the Leifeng Pagoda led to a total of eight poems, six on the view of 
the pagoda at sunset and two on the pagoda itsel£ The drama of the White 
Snake woman must have been fresh in his mind when he composed these 
poems. Yet none mentions it. Two themes run through his poems: a eulogy 
of the sunset view, and a lament over the "ancient site" that tells of the "rise 
and decline" of an imperial cause. In other words, Qianlong was just churn­
ing out poems that utilized two time-honored topoi associated with famous 
scenic sites and ruins. Had Qianlong written the poems in his study, he 
might have been under less pressure and turned out something better 
than these run-of-the-mill literary exercises. The palpable immediacy of the 
ruins must have made him realize the inadequacy of the topoi he used to 
measure up to the striking spectacle of the real. The supernatural riot con­
jured up on the stage, to which he had been freshly exposed, must have 
tempted him. Yet long ingrained in the traditional literati culture, Qianlong 
did not have the boldness to play with the themes provided by the 
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dramatists. At one point, he nearly did: "[The pagoda site] demonstrates 
that all appearances (se -E5) are emptiness (kong ~), such as this one.a The 
interplay between appearances and emptiness is a commonplace and is the 
refrain chanted as the moral at the close of the Leifeng Pagoda. The shadow of 
the snake woman apparently lurks behind the line, yet Qianlong reverted to 
the less disquieting images of "the pristine moonlight shadowsH spreading up 
"lattice windows." The colossal ruin strained this old lyrical topos, and Qian­

long resorted to conventions of the huaigu (contemplating the ancient), treat­
ing the ruin literally as an ancient site of the Wu-Yue imperial cause. This is 
a bungling effort nonetheless. It is generically unconventional to seize on a 
pagoda ruin as a vestige of an imperial cause,69 and very few Chinese literati 
have considered the Leifeng site fitting for huaigu, for the inept Wu-Yue 
kingdom had never been seen as worthy of lamentation: one sighs only for 
those causes that follow periods of rise, those whose fall is all the more emo­
tionally and cognitively unsettling. 

The same site struck an Englishman in a different way. On November 14, 

1794, Lord Macartney, the English ambassador to Qianlong's court, "trav­
elled in a palaquin ... in passing through the city" of Hangzhou. The entire 
West Lake struck him as "very beautiful," yet only one feature, one single 
landmark, leaped out and found its way onto his diary: the Leifeng Pagoda: 

On one side of the lake is a pagoda in ruins, which forms a remarkable fine object. It 

is octagonal, built of fine hewn stone, red and yellow, of four entire stories besides 

the top, which was moldering away from age. Very large trees were growing out of 

the cornices. It was about two hundred feet high. It is called the Tower of the 

Thundering Winds, to whom it would seem to have been dedicated, and is sup­

posed to be two thousand five years 01d.7o 

It is no surprise that tht' pagoda ruin should appeal to the taste of the British 
Ambassador, whose sensibility had been finetuned by the contemporary 
English preoccupation with moss-grown ruins with their Gothic over­
tones.71 The Chinese emperor, however, would not take the ruin on its 
own terms and see it as it is; he preferred what it once was. In his poems, he 
insisted that one should not let the present lamentable sight of the pagoda 
ruin tarnish its former splendor. This discomfort with the ruinous pagoda is 

reflected in a painting, originally by Giuseppe Castiglione (1688-1768) and 
then copied by Ji Ruinan • JiM WI, depicting Qianlong's tour of the 
lake, with the Leifeng Pagoda in the background. Despite the documentary 
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Fig. 11.11 Ji Ruinan, Emperor Qianlong's Tour of West Lakt. Ink and color on silk. 

18th century. Copy after Giuseppe Castiglione (1688-1768). Private collection. 

orientation of the painting. the painter restored the pagoda to its imagined 

pre-fire condition (Fig. n.n). Contemporary prints from the Suzhou area 
betray a similar attitude toward the pagoda.72 The compositions show a ten­

dency to minimize the role of the Leifeng Pagoda in the sunset view. One, 

entided Leifeng in Evening Glow (Fig. n.12), combines the picture with a poem, 
inscribed above the composition. The poem was originally written by Yin 

Tinggao jl"jEj1llj, a thirteenth-century poet, who described the Leifeng Pa­

goda before the fire: 

The mist-shrouded mountains are blurred in the hazy light, 

The thousand-yard tall pagoda alone leans against the sky. 

The pleasure boats have all but turned ashore, 

Leaving the londy hill to retain a piece of the sunset red.
73 

The choice of this poem as the inscription suggests a quixotic clinging to the 
past. The print designer was probably embarrassed by the present state of 

the pagoda. In the picture, the shabby pagoda is downscaled in the distance, 
even though this runs the risk of undermining the inscribed poem that cele­

brates Nthe thousand-yard tall pagoda alone lean[ing] against the sky." The 
central position usually occupied by the pagoda is here ceded to a bell tower, 

premised perhaps on the idea that the reverberating bell in the evening air 
may still retain the old mood of sunset-bathed Leifeng. The discrepancy 
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Fig. 11.12 Anonymous, Lcifeng in Evening Glow [poem by Yin 

Tinggao (13th c.)]. 341 X 266. Woodblock print from Suzhou. 

18th century. Tenri University Library, Japan. After Machida 

shiritsu kokusai hanga bijutsukan, comp., Chugoku no yofoga ten: 
Minmatsu /tara Shin jidai no /taiga, hanga, sashiebon (Tokyo: Machida 

shiritsu kokusai hanga bijutsukan, 1995), p. 379, pI. 108. 
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between the thirteenth-century lyrical vision of the sunset pagoda and the 

pictorial diminishing of its eighteenth-century remnant demonstrates all too 
clearly a commonly shared sense of embarrassment, if not dismissal, toward 

this fire-ravaged monstrosity. 
Another Suzhou print of identical style compresses six of the Ten Views 

into one coherent vista. Although the view of the Leifeng Hill in Evening 

Glow apparently occupies the high prominence, the print omits the pagoda 

altogether; in a stroke of visual ingenuity, there is instead an open pavilion 
sheltering a stele on which is inscribed U[Leilfeng xizhao," Leifeng in Evening 

http://ii.li
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Fig. n.13 Leifeng in Evening Glow. 344 X S23. Woodblock print from Suzhou. 18th century. 

Kyoto. private collection. After Machida shiritsu kokusai hanga bijutsukan. comp .• Chugoku 
no yofuga ten: Minmatsu /tara Shin jidai no /taiga. banga. sashiebon (Tokyo: Machida shiritsu koku­

sai hanga bijutsukan.199S). p. 393. pI. I:U. 

Glow. Long shadows are cast over the water surface toward the east, thereby 

reinforcing the idea of a sunset view (Fig. 11.13). Every poem that eulogizes 
Leifeng in Evening Glow associates it with the pagoda. In fact, the pagoda is 
the view: "Each time the sun sets in the west," writes the author of the West 
Lake Gazetteer, "the soaring pagoda casts its long shadow; this view (jing) is 
unsurpassed.,,74 Now, it can be dispensed with, only because it could be an 

embarrassment to those seeking the picture-perfect view, and their notion of 
what constitutes a perfect picture and a good view cannot accommodate a 
monstrosity. The pagoda in its fire-stripped decrepitude makes a mockery of 
all that is traditionally deemed lyrical, pictorial qualities that make a land-

scape a "view." " 
To the eighteenth-century emperor and many of his contemporaries, the 

White Snake lore associated with the Leifeng Pagoda was a monstrosity to 
be confined to the world of make-believe on the stage; it was unthinkable in 

relation to the real physical colossus. Yet the stirring demonic matter that 
roils the stage cannot but cast its shadow over the eerie ruin and tum it into 

a monstrosity of sorts. Even freed from the association with ,the tale of the 
demonic, the pagoda ruin is itself a monstrosity in another sense: it strains 
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the traditional literati's entrenched cognitive stock of tropes and topoi, none 
of which is adequate to this moldering colossus. That would have to await 
the arrival of a more modem age, able to take it up unflinchingly, completely 
on its own terms. 

Xu Zhimo, Leifeng Pagoda, and the Modernist T opos 

At 1:40 P.M. on September 25, 1924, the quiet of West Lake was disturbed by 
the sudden collapse of the Leifeng Pagoda, which raised a soaring dust col­
umn that "blocked out the sun" and sent clouds of crows and sparrows 
swarming the sky. It was quite a while before the dust setded. The seven­
story edifice was reduced to a mammoth heap of rubble, and only one story 
remained standing. Soon, the site drew tens and thousands of spectators 
who combed the ruin for artifacts. Police were called in, and a protective 
wall was built to keep looters out. Half a month later, some soldiers, alleg­

edly commissioned by a certain Mr. Ju in Beijing, broke in and took away 
copies of the slmas inside brick tiles. That opened the floodgates. They were 
followed, some twenty or so days later, by a thousand soldiers who de­
stroyed and plundered what remained. Local peasants followed suit. What 
was left of the Leifeng Pagoda was H a heap of yellow earth:·75 

The crumbling of the pagoda sent a shockwave throughout China and 
became an absorbing topic of conveFsations, inquiries, ruminations, and 
spasms of hand-wringing. For some, the collapse of the pagoda brought an 
epistemological crisis. It suddenly dawned on people that even the natural 
scheme of things was subjected to change and decline. For all its arbitrari­
ness as a cultural construct, the Ten Views of West Lake-of which Leifeng 
in Evening Glow was one-had since the thirteenth century been fossilized 
into a natural given and presumed to be impervious to change and decay. 
Now with the tenfold vista suddenly incomplete, the "natural" landscape 
seemed to be dented. This realization 'Jolted many out of the slumber" that 
had sustained a dream of" completeness.,,76 For others, the collapse of the 

pagoda was an academic topic, for it yielded unexpected archeological treas­
ures. The number of sutras recovered from the ruin was second only to 
those discovered at Dunhuang two decades earlier. That these woodblock­
printed sutras were produced only a century after the invention of wood­
block printing highlighted the significance of the discovery.77 The finding 
galvanized intense research by distinguished scholars such as Wang Guowei 
ImvJ~ and others.78 To still others, not surprisingly, the collapse was a 
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topic for elegy and spawned a renewed round of nostalgic outpouring in the 
form of poetry and painting. One painter-poet spoke of his heart Hbeing 
pounded"; to his sensitive ears, the reverberating evening bell was Hchoking 
with tears.,,79 

Radical intellectuals, however, reveled in the news of the collapse of the 

structure, for they saw a larger significance in it beyond the mere crumbling 
of the pagoda itself. The timing of the collapse was apocalyptically pointed: 
it occurred at the juncture when China was caught between an imperial past 
that had just recently ended and an uncertain future of possibilities. Aware­
ness of the temporal disjuncture and anxiety about the transition from the 
old to the new intensified the perceptions of old buildings and ruins to 
which the weight of the past was attached. Zhou Zuoren }aj t'F A, still a 
radical thinker at this time, argued in 1922 that nostalgia for the past was not 
a good reason for conserving ancient ruins. For him, ruins and historical 
sites should be landmarks that point to the future instead of the past. The 
modern travestying of ancient sites, such as Zhejiang cloth merchants' "vul­
garizing" cosmetic touches to the Orchid Pavilion, repelled him. Zhou 
would rather see the "original fragmented vestige of dignity . ..ao 

Corresponding to the preoccupation with physical ruins were ruins as 
topoi in discourse. Metaphors of architecture and ruins often framed con­
tentious arguments over the fate of Chinese culture, couched in the stark 
opposition between the old and the new, past and future, and oppression 
and liberation. In addressing the tension between traditional China and the 

modern West, Liang Shuming ~*~ proposed a three-way scheme. He 
framed it by way of a central architectural metaphor: Ha dilapidated house." 

The three major civilizations-China, India, and the West-he argues, 
would harbor different attitudes toward it. The Western response would be 
to demolish it and build a new one; the Chinese answer would be to repair it 
with care; and the Indian attitude, rooted in Buddhist quietism, would be to 
renounce the desire for housing altogether.81 Embedded in this rhetoric is a 
preoccupation with the dialectics of destruction and construction.82 The 
ruin topos played into this purpose with renewed rel~vance. The traditional 
Chinese meditation on ruins is an understated recollection in tranquility of a 

past event, at times traumatic. It is premised on a poignant resignation to­
ward the leveling effect of the passage of time, which neutralizes and dis­
tances the drama of history, and on a recognition of the permanence of na­
ture, which eclipses all dynasties and enterprises. A ruin is accepted as a 
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larger historical fact; it rarely prompts visions either of willful destruction or 
of construction, even though a ruined site is perpetually caught in the cycle 
of decay and physical reconstruction. In the early twentieth century, the 
ruin topos undetwent a change. It spawned visions of what Rose Macauley 
calls the "ruin-drama staged perpetually in the human imagination, half of 
whose whole desire is to build up, while the other half smashes and levels to 
the earth,',s3 

Macauley's assertion that the Hruin is always over-stated" may not be al­
ways true with regard to traditional Chinese discourse; it certainly obtains 
with regard to two natives ofZhejiang: Xu Zhimo ~~ .. (1896-1931) and 
Lu Xun ff~ (1881-1936), the most influential writers of 1920S China to 
harbor a radical vision. Both took up the Leifeng Pagoda topic and "over­
stated" it in Macauley's sense. 

Both savored a symbolic triumph in the collapse of the pagoda. On Sep­
tember 17, 1925, one year after the crumbling of the pagoda, Xu wrote the 
poem "The Leifeng Pagoda, No Longer to Be Seen," Seeing the pagoda re­
duced to "a deserted colossal grave," the speaker senses an urge to lament but 
quickly checks it with a self-interrogation: Why should I lament the H de­
struction by the passage of time," "the transfiguration that ought not to be"? 

What is it to lament about~ This pagoda was oppression; this tomb is burial. 

It is better to have burial than oppression. 

It is better to have burial than oppression. 

Why lament~ This pagoda was oppression; this tomb is burial.
84 

By Hburial," Xu alluded to the White Snake imprisoned under the pagoda. It 
is easy for the romantic poet known for his defiance of conventional mar­
riage and his passionate pursuit of free love to identify with Madame White. 
To him, the "affectionate spirit" suffers only because she took a "good-for­
nothing" lover, and is thereby condemned to the base of the pagoda.8S Xu 
was always sensitive to the symbolic overtones of tall structures. During the 
years of his study in the United States, he came to admire Voltaire and Wil­
liam Godwin~father of Mary Shelley-men who had the courage to "de­

stroy many false images and to knock down many a tall building" in their 
times. He became enamored of the writings of Bertrand Russell, whose 
"sold shafts of light" had the power of bringing down the Woolworth Build­
ing. the imposing 58-story edifice towering over the city of New York, a 
symbol of the establishment and mighty structures in general.86 The first 
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time Xu visited the site of the pagoda in 1923, he was struck by its shaky 
condition: "The four big brick pillars inside the pagoda have been disman, 
tled to the point where they stand as inverted cones. It looks extremely pre­
carious." One wonders whether the pillars were not in fact displaced in a dif­
ferent context as organizing tropes for his polemic against conservatism: 

Those who mentally embrace the few big pillars left over from ancient times, we call 

quasi-antiquarians. The posture itself is not laughable. We suspect he is firm in the 

conviction that the few pillars he clings to are not going to fall. We may surmise that 

there are indeed a few surviving ancient pillars that are infallible, whether you call 

them "cardinal guides" (gang ~) or "norms" (chang 'M), ~r rites (Ii M) or ethical 

tenets (jiao ~), or what have you. At the same time, in fact, the authentic is always 

mixed with the sham. Those reliable real pillars must be mingled with double their 

number of phantom pillars, rootless, unreliable, and sham. What if you hug the 

wrong pillars, taking the sham as the real?87 

Lu Xun also resented the symbolic implication of the Leifeng Pagoda. He 
wrote two essays in response to its collapse. The first, "The Collapse of 
Leifeng Pagoda," appeared one month after the event. He had seen the pa­
goda before it collapsed: "a tottering structure standing out between the lake 
and the hills, with the setting sun gilding its surroundings." He was unim­
pressed.88 As we have seen, traditional literati normally responded to it as 
the Leifeng Pagoda in Even~ng Glow, one of the Ten Views of West Lake, 
while ignoring the stormy dramatic romance of the White-Snake woman. 
Lu Xun, like his contemporary Xu Zhimo, saw the pagoda primarily in 

connection with the snake-woman romance-related to him by his grand­
mother-and hence, as a symbol of oppression.89 "A monk should stick to 

chanting his slmas. If the white snake chose to bewitch Xu Xuan, and Xu 
chose to marry a monster," observed Lu Xun, "what business was that of 
anyone else:l" "Didn't it occur to him [the monk Fahai] that, when he built 
the pagoda, it was bound to collapse some dayt The "tottering structure" 
was an eyesore to Lu Xun whose "only wish ... was for Leifeng Pagoda to 
collapse . . .. Now that it has collapsed at last, of course every one in the 
country should be happy:.oo 

It may appear ironic that Xu and Lu should celebrate the collapse of the 
pagoda, for both were deeply attached to ruins. Their attraction to ruins, 
however, differed fundamentally ftom the huaigu topos of the traditional lite­
ratio The latter works more by way of temporality and disjuncture: I sigh over a 
ruin only because it evokes a past that is no more and that is separated from 
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the present world by a gap to which the writer is resigned. To Chinese mod­
ernists, such as Xu and Lu, ruins signifY primarily by way of spatiality and 
subversion. For them, ruins beckon not because they evoke a vanished past 
but because they embody imaginary realms and alternative modes of exis­
tence that threaten to take over and eclipse reality. 

Xu may have resented the symbolic oppression signified by the Leifeng 
Pagoda; however, he found the eerie charm of the moonlit pagoda casting its 
shadow over the lake irresistible. Traditionally, the nearby site of the Three 
Pagodas was the primary locus amoenus, or "pleasant place," that attracted 
eulogies of moonlit scenes.91 Xu Zhimo, however, made his dislike of "the 
so-called Reflections of the Three Pagodas" explicit. He was, instead, thor­
oughly enamored of the "utter serenity of the reflection of the moonlit 
Leifeng [Pagoda]:' "For that," he vowed, "I would give my life:.92 After the 
collapse of the pagoda, he observed with a note of sadness: HIt is rather re, 
grettable that in our south, Leifeng Pagoda remains the only surviving an­
cient site (guji) cum art work . ... Now the reflection of Leifeng Pagoda has 
eternally departed from the heart of the lake surface!..93 

This observation comes out of a most unexpected context: his exposition 
of John Keats's "Ode to a Nightingale." A number of points of contact link 
Keats' poetic imaginaire to Xu's situation. To begin with, Keats's yearning 
to leave the world of "leaden-eyed despairs," of "weariness, the fever, and the 
fret / ... where men sit and hear each other groan..94 spoke directly to Xu 
Zhimo, who likewise felt the "pervasive pain and distress of our time." Keats 
listened to a nightingale singing and yearned to "fade away into the forest 
dim" in a moonlit night and to fly to some exalted, ethereal state of tran­

scendence. In explicating the poem to his Chinese audience, Xu wrote of the 
"purist realm of imagination, the embalmed, enchanted, beautiful, and tran­
quil state:.95 In a similar mood, Xu could write about the moonlit Leifeng: 

uifeng Pagoda Under the Moon 

I give you a reflection of Leifeng Pagoda, 

The sky is dense with cloud dark and white; 

I give you the top of Leifeng Pagoda, 

The bright moon sheds its light on the bosom of the slumbering lake. 

The deep dark night, the lonely pagoda reflection, 

The speckled moonlit luminance, the delicate wave shimmerings, 

Suppose you and I sail on an uncovered boat, 

Suppose you and I create a complete dream world!96 
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The relevance of Keats to Xu's world of Leifeng Pagoda does not stop 
here. In Lamia. Keats takes an ancient romance and reworks it into verse. 
Lycius, a young man of Corinth, encounters a beautiful woman named La­
mia. They fall in a "swooning love" with each other. Their bliss is brought to 
an abrupt end by the arrival of Apollonius, an old philosopher, who sees 
through Lamia and proclaims her a "serpent," upon which, "with a frightful 
scream she vanished." Lycius dies in his marriage robe.97 The story was first 
recorded in European literature by Philostratus. Resurfacing in the seven­
teenth century, it found its way into Robert Burton's Anatomy of Melancholy, 
which is the source Keats acknowledges. The Lamia story has striking paral­
lels with the Chinese White Snake story.98 Xu Zhimo was evidently familiar 

with both the Chinese tale and Keats's famous poem. There were even 
scholarly inquiries into the connection between the two in academic journals 
of his time.99 The Western romantic treatment of a matter familiar to the 
Chinese inevitably had an impact on the sensibility of someone like Xu who 
was receptive to Western imagination. Lamia provides a new lens for viewing 
not only the White Snake romance but, more important for our purpose, 
the landscape of the Leifeng Pagoda that is the backdrop of the story. The 
new impulse is the demonic enchantment that suffuses an imaginary land­
scape with an oneiric quality and an eerie beauty. True, this poetic mood is 
not alien to Chinese tradition. Yet the long-lasting and ever-deepening Con­
fucian wariness about the demonic has considerably tempered Chinese aes­
thetictaste over time. By Xu's time, the Chinese imaginary repertoire had 
been so sterilized and cleansed that the injection of the Keatsian demonic 
aesthetics had a refreshing impact. 

The effect of the demonic enchantment on Xu Zhimo did not hinge en­
tirely on his awareness of Lamia. Keats's poetry is shot through with it. In 
"Ode to a Nightingale," which Xu Zhimo knew by heart, the demonically 
charged landscape is just as striking. Enwrapped in the "embalmed darkness" 
of a bower, the speaker envisions "verdurous glooms and winding mossy 
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of this was lost on Xu Zhimo, who likened the experience of the ode as "a 
child descending into a cool basement, half-terrorized." In any event, it is 
apparent that Xu wholeheartedly embraced and internalized the eerie 
beauty of Keats's poetic world, a conflation of an ethereal transcendent 
otherness and a haunting demonic enchantment. It was thus inevitable that 
his poetic meditation on the Leifeng Pagoda departed from the traditional 
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huaigu topos. The demonic specter that haunted the site in folkloric litera­
ture and was largely banished from the literati discourse was welcomed back 
with a vengeance. Xu described the pagoda as the "ancient tomb ~fMa~e 
White," "an affectionate demonic enchantress . .. [buried] deep 10 the wild 

grass" (1: 168). 

It has been thousand and one hundred years 
Since she was pitifully clasped under Leifeng Pagoda­

A decaying old pagoda. forlorn. imposing, 
Standing alone in the evening bell of Mount South Screen. (I: 169) 

Elsewhere, he saw the pagoda as a "desolate colossal grave, with entwining 
cypresses atop" and "one-time illusive dream and one-time love" buried un­
dern~ath. In these poems, we can sense a resonance of Keats ("Forlorn! the 

very word is like a bell,,).lol 
The first time Xu visited the pagoda on Oerober :2.l, 1923, he was struck 

by its "ineffably mysterious grandeur and beauty," which partly derived fr~m 
its ruinous state. The paths leading to the pagoda were overgrown WIth 
brambles. The forlorn sight and site had repelled other visitors. A group of 
Xu's contemporaries climbed to the top of the Leifeng Hill in 1917 and saw 
the famed pagoda "standing in isolation": HSO, this was what they call the 

Leifeng Pagoda! Underneath it, all the walls and fences were abou~ to ,crum­
ble. The broken tiles and fragmented bricks were everywhere, making it hard 

to tread through. The thistles and thorns of the undergrowth kept hooking 
our clothes. Disappointed, we allleft:·102 Xu, however, was fascinated by the 
forlorn features of the site. His palanquin-carriers identified two bramble­

overgrown tombs nearby the pagoda as those of Xu Xuan and the ~h~te 
Snake woman. Seven or eight mendicant monks in tattered robes, With 

swan-like figures and turtledove-like faces .. . begged for money ~hile recit­
ing sutras:' A hawker claimed that a yard-long snake he was hold1O~ was the 
Little Green Snake, maid to Madame White, and offered to release it should 
anyone pay for it. Xu paid twenty cents and "saw the man tossing the snake 
into a lotus pond:' He knew that before long Hshe would fall into his hands 

again:' Others would have seen these events as pathetic and laughable. Xu, 

however, found the experience" rather poetiC:' 
The pagoda ruin is indeed a historic site (guji) that dates to t~e Wu-Yue 

kingdom. Its association with the popular romance (chuanq,) of s~ake 
woman is largely confln,ed to the realm of entertainment and make-believe. 
Few "serious" literati would transpose the romance to the actual pagoda site, 
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preferring to leave it as a prop on stage. Xu, however, marries the romance 

with the physicality of the real pagoda. Early topographic descriptions dis­
tinguish between an "ancient site" (guji) and an "aberrant site" (guaiji) on the 

premise that a site cannot be both. Xu made the Leifeng Pagoda site both: it 
is at once a site heavy with historical memory and enlivened with romantic 

associations. "It has been thousand and one hundred years," he wrote long­
ingly, "since she [White Snake) was pitifully clasped under Leifeng Pagoda." 

Not that he believes this to be an empirical fact, but, as a romantic, he in­

sisted that the fiction of the White Snake take precedence over lackluster re­

ality. "I would like to become a little demon," he wrote in his diary, "in the 
enchanting shadow of the Leifeng Pagoda, a demon who does not return to 
the shore, forever. I would! I would!"lo3 This refusal to choose between 

dreaming and waking states characterizes Xu's perceptual mode. Thus in a 

memorial for Xu Zhimo, Lin Yutang observed: 'Nothing that impinged on 

his eyes . .. was the contour of real things. It was invariably the shape of the 
fantastic constructs of his mind. This man loved to roam; and he saw spirits 

and demons. Once hearing an oriole, he was startled. He jumped to his feet, 
exclaiming: this is [Keats') Nightingale!"l04 

Lu Xun's Visionary Worlds: Ruins Haunted by Serpentine Spirits 

Lu Xun's loathing of the Leifeng Pagoda, fully articulated in his first essay 
on the collapse of the pagoda, is easily recognizable. What is less acknowl­

edged is the role of the site in the making of his fiercely imaginary world. 
The contradiction between his resentment of the "tottering" pagoda and his 

attraction to ruins is in fact less self-evident than it first appears. The pagoda 

is no more than a locus and an analogue that allows him to string together 

often related thoughts into a coherent discursive ground. Both of his essays 

on the pagoda were written in the distinct genre of "miscellaneous writings" 

or "impromptu reflections." Such essays tend to respond to a current event 
or topic. The discussion usually extends beyond the 'immediate circum­

stances to their larger significance and, in the case of Lu' Xun, the character 
of ChiIiese culture. Central to such an excursion is an organiZing' image or 

analogue. Foreigners' praise of a Chinese banquet provoked his reflections 
on the Chinese propensity to feast their conquerors and one another, reflec­

tions that brought him to his graphic claim that "China is in reality no more 
than a kitchen for preparing these feasts of human flesh." In this case, the 

banquet was the organizing moti£lOS The pagoda ruin is another such ena-
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bling analogue. It provided him with a platform to address two seemingly 

unrelated issues: the depressing cultural stasis of China and the dialectic be­
tween destruction and construction. Two attributes of the Leifeng Pa­

goda-that it is one of the Ten Views of West Lake and that it exists as a 
ruin-permit Lu Xun's reflection. He first took up the public regret over 

the collapse of the pagoda for destroying the wholeness of the Ten Views of 
West Lake. To Lu Xun, the dogmatic clinging to this arbitrary construct, 
with its falsifying wholeness, betrayed a cultural resistance to change. The 
Ten Views of West Lake embody a cultural landscape of stasis. Ruin, the 

second motif he extrapolated from the Leifeng Pagoda site, provoked 
thoughts on destruction and construction, first in the physical or material 

sense, then in the symbolic or metaphorical sense. 

Men like Rousseau, Stirner, Nietzsche, Tolstoy or Ibsen are, in Brandes' words, 

"destroyers of old tracks." Actually they not only destroy but blaze a trail and lead a 

charge, sweeping aside all the old tracks, whether whole rails or fragments, that get 

in men's way, but making no attempt to pick up any scrap iron or ancient bricks to 

smuggle home in order to sell them later to second-hand dealers.
106 

The motif of symbolic destruction soon leads to the topic of drama and 

connects with the first motif ofTen Views of West Lake: 

All the world is a stage: tragedy shows what is worthwhile in life is shattered, com­

edy shows how what is worthless is torn to pieces, and satire is a simplified form of 

comedy. Yet passion and humor alike are foes of this ten-sight disease, for both of 

them are destructive although they destroy different things. As long as China suffers 

from this disease, we shall have no madmen like Rousseau, and not a single great 

dramatist or satiric poet either. All China will have will be characters in a comedy, 

or in something which is neither comedy nor tragedy, a life spent among the ten sights 
which are modded each on the other, in which everyone suffers from the ten-sight 

disease. (St/uttd Works, p. 97; italics added) 

The theme of ruins allowed him to attack both the static traditionalism that 

resisted change and the pervasive pettiness of looting public properties. On 
the one hand, he envisioned China as a colossal ruin whose inhabitants are 

perennially given to mending the decaying structure rather than reconstruct­
ing a new state. Foreign invasions and internal unrest bring about" a brief 

commotion," only to be followed by the patching up of "the old traditions ... 
amid the ruins." "What is distressing is not the ruins, but the fact that the 

old traditions are being patched up over the ruins. We want wreckers who 
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will bring about reforms" (Selected Works, p. 99). The destruction Lu hailed is 

an overhauling of the entire old system, not the petty pilfering of public 
properties. To Lu, "the theft of bricks from the Leifeng Pagoda," which 
caused its collapse, was alarming not in and of itsel£ but because it betrayed 
a deeper social malaise that "simply leaves ruins behind; it has nothing to do 

with construction" (p. 99). 

What Lu Xun got out of the Leifeng Pagoda as an analogue in the sec­

ond essay demonstrates the workings of a topographic site as a topic. The 
locus generates arguments and brings out hidden relationships between do­
mains of experiences that would otherwise remain unrelated to each other. 
As a consummate man of letters, Lu Xun worked on and through an imagi­

nary ruin on which he launched his own symbolic destruction and construc­
tion all at once. 

This is just part of the story. There is more to ruins and the Leifeng Pa­

goda than what Lu Xun articulated here. Granted, he identified Nietzsche 

and company as the forces of symbolic destruction much needed in China. 
But that remains a theoretical abstraction and program. It has yet to crystal­

lize into visual images and tropes that are the stuff of Lu's mind and sustain 

the intensity of his thinking. The question then becomes: As he yearned for 

drama, what kind of symbolic drama did he envision? 
The two essays on the Leifeng Pagoda themselves offer clues. The first 

celebrates the collapse of the pagoda as an oppressive symbol in the context 
of the White Snake; the second calls for a drama of destruction and con­

struction. Is there a connection between the two? Is drama the thread that 

links the two essays and divulges Lu Xun's imaginary site? There appears to 

be more to the Leifeng Pagoda ruin in Lu Xun's mind than his essays spells 
out. We should not let Lu Xun's avowed aversion toward the Leifeng Pa­

goda beguile us into thinking that this is his attitude toward the site. That 
site, invigorated by the White Snake drama, is the imaginary stage on which 

Lu Xun's envisioned drama unfolds. 
The paradigm is set up in his HFrom Hundred Plant Garden to Three 

Flavor Study," an account of his childhood. The essay is topographically 
structured; it turns on a binary opposition between the Hundred Plant 

Garden, the deserted backyard of his family estate, and the Three Flavor 

Study, the private school in which he was sent to study. The garden is an 

imaginary realm open to the wonders of nature and where fantasies about 

the supernatural could be sustained; the school is a confining place of rigid 
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discipline and Confucian indoctrination where fantasies are banished. The 
garden is suffused with the imaginary presence of the HBeautiful Woman 
Snake-a creature with a human head and the body of a snake," who, as Lu 

is told by his nanny, once nearly seduced a young scholar, and would have 
succeeded had it not been for the intervention of an old monk, who detected 
"an evil influence on [the young man's} face." The young Lu Xun is therefore 
always in rapt anticipation, mindful of the "beautiful snake woman," when 

he "walks to the edge of the long grass in Hundred Plant Garden." In con­
trast, the Three Flavor Study is no place for the fantastic and the monstrous. 
The young Lu Xun, full of curiosity about the supernatural, visibly dis­
pleased his teacher when Lu asked about the nature of a legendary strange 

insect called "Strange Indeed" (guaizai tl ~) associated with Dongfang 

Shuo JR1i:91Jl, an ancient magician.107 

It is significant that Lu Xun mapped the White Snake story to his child­
hood memory of the deserted garden of his family home. A ruin haunted by 
a serpentine spirit was the symbolic topography on which many of Lu's 
imaginary scenarios unfolded. His fascination with the White Snake lore 

underlay his resentment of the Leifeng Pagoda, but the imaginary site of the 

pagoda, or a ruin, haunted by a serpentine spirit, is precisely the stage for his 

imaginary drama. In "Dead Fire," published in April 1925, the speaker envi­
sions a surreal spectacle: "From my body wreathed a coil of black smoke, 
which reared up like a wire snake:,108 In "Stray Thoughts,· which appeared 

in May 1925, three months after he wrote the second essay on the Leifeng 

Pagoda, Lu urged: "Whatever you love-food, the opposite sex, your coun­

try, the nation, mankind-you can only hope to win if you cling to it like a 
poisonous snake, seize hold of it like an avenging spirit."l09 In "The Good 
Hell That Was Lost," which came out in June 1925, the speaker Hdreamed 

[he} was lying in bed in the wilderness beside hell. The deep yet orderly 
wailing of all the ghosts blended with the roar of flames, the seething of oil 

and the clashing of iron prongs to make one vast, intoxicating harmony, pro­

claiming to all three worlds the peace of the lower realm." He is then told 

that this "good hell" is lost to man who "wielded absolute power over hell • .. 
reconstructed the ruins .... At once the mandrake flowers withered."no In 

HT omb Stele Inscription,"also dating to June 1925, Lu Xun wrote: 

I dreamed of mysdf standing in front of a tomb stda, reading the inscription. The 
tombstone seemed to have been made of a sandstone, moldering substantially, moss­

grown, leaving only limited words- ... There was a wandering spirit, mecamor-
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phosed into a snake, with venomous teeth in its mouth. It does not bite human be­
ings; instead, it gnawed into its own body until it perished. . . . Go away! . .. I circled 
around the stda, and saw a forlorn tomb in barren ruins. From its opening, I saw a 
corpse, its chest and back all deteriorating with no heart and liver in its body .... I 
was about to leave. The corpse sat up, its lip unmoving, but said-

"Wh I . h hall il ,,111 en turn mto as es, you s see my sm e. 

In "Regret for the Past," written in October 1925, Lu Xun envisioned a 
glimmer of hope in a landscape of despair: 

There are many ways open to me, and I must take one of them because I am stillliv­
ing. I still don't know, though, how to take the first step. Sometimes the road seems 
like a great, grey serpent, writhing and darting at me. I wait and wait and watch it 
approach, but it always disappears suddenly in the darkness.ll2 

Lu Xun's dramatic vision of the spirit-haunted ruin was rooted in a memory 

of the village opera he saw in his childhood in his native place, Shaoxing. 
Foremost in the repertoire was the Mulianxi § :il~, or Dramatic Cycle of the 
Tale of Mu/ian (Maudgalyayana). Based on a medieval Chinese Buddhist tale, 

the play shows the descent ofMulian, one of the Buddha's disciples, into hell 

to search and eventually rescue his mother who is condemned there for her 

sins. The stage playas Lu Xun saw it as a child typically began at dusk and 
ended at dawn of the next day.ll3 The cycle opens with a ritual ceremony of 
"Summoning of the Spirits," "those who had died unnatural deaths": 

This ceremony signified that the manifold londy ghosts and avenging spirits had 
now come with the ghostly king and his ghostly soldiers to watch the performance 
with the rest of us. There was no need to worry, though. These ghosts were on their 
best behavior, and would not make the least trouble all this night. So the opera 
started and slowly unfolded, the human beings interspersed with apparitions: the 
ghost who died by fire, the ghost who was drowned, the one who expired in an ex-

. . dl h b ' 114 ammatlon c , t e one eaten y a tlger. 

This is followed first by a 'Hanging Man Dance" and then a 'Hanging 

Woman Dance," which features a female ghost who complains about the 

miserable life that led her to suicide. Now she seeks revenge. The female 

ghost in particular fascinated Lu Xun. Many years later he recalled her terri­
ble beauty with fondness.ll5 

Two qualities in Lu Xun's memory of the village opera informed his 
dramatic sensibility. First, it is inhabited by ghosts and spirits, in particular, 
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female ones. Second, it has a twilight or hazy mood. Not only was the 

"Summoning of the Spirits" enacted at the sunset, but the haziness exists in 
Lu Xun's mind in the form of recoUection: "the hazy, moonlit outlines of a 

temporary stage erected on the empty strand between the village and the 
river ... the faintly discernible abode of Daoist Immortals, bathed in a halo 
of torchlight that shrouded it like the sunset glow of evening.,,116 These twin 

qualities-the twilight mood and the spectral energy-are precisely what 
the Leifeng Pagoda evoked: the view of the pagoda at sunset and the ro­

mance of the White Snake woman trapped under it. Indeed, Lu Xun was 

unimpressed with the sight of the "tottering structure standing out between 
the lake and the hills, with the setting sun gilding its surroundings," and he 

had no patience for the "Ten Views syndrome." What troubled him was the 
stale view of the "Pagoda at Sunset" divorced from the drama of the White 

Snake spirit. His two essays are attempts to restore drama, in its different 
senses, to the otherwise stagnant site. In other words, Lu Xun reconstituted 

the traditional Leifeng Pagoda in Evening Glow and refined it as a modern­

ist topography. 
A set of circumstances combined to intensify his vision. On April 8, 1924, 

five months before the Leifeng Pagoda collapsed and six months before he 

wrote his first essay on the subject, Lu Xun bought Symbolism of Depression, 
by Kuriyagawa Hakuson (1880-1923), a Japanese art critic. Five months later, 
he translated the book. The book apparently excited him, for it took him 

just 21 days to finish the project. He began translating another book by the 

same author, Out of the Ivory Tower, in late 1924 and finished it on February 
18, 1925. Meanwhile, he was teaching at universities in Beijing, and he lec­

tured on the Symbolism of Depression and made mimeographed copies of his 

galley proofs and distributed them as assigned reading.ll7 

Kuriyagawa Hakuson was a prominent art critic in Japan in the early 

twentieth century. A graduate of Tokyo Imperial University, he continued 

his studies in the United States. He returned to Japan and taught at univer­

sities in Tokyo, Kyoto, and various places. He died in the 1923 Tokyo earth­

quake. The Symbolism of Depression was retrieved, as a friend recalled, "from 
the ruins of the master's residence:'118 Kuriyagawa was a follower of Bergson 

and Freud. His position, as spelled out in the two books that Lu Xun trans­
lated, is a rehash of Bergson and Freud: the ultimate motor driving artistic 

creation is the melancholy resulting from depression and oppression of the 
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life force; art is capable of creating a world of individuality with total imagi­
native freedom; art can project mental images through concrete "symbols," 
and so forth. 

Kuriyagawa's style is fierce, and his social criticisms scathing. From a 
radical stance, he relentlessly lampooned the problems that plagued Japanese 
society and the Japanese mentality. In this, he was not unlike Lu Xun. Kuri­
yagawa's appeal for Lu Xun should be obvious. From Kuriyagawa, Lu Xun 
acquired the Freudian calculus-the valorization of desire, the affirmation 
of the energy of the libido, and the awareness of its repression as the ulti­
mate source of the eruptive '1ife force:'l19 This new language gives his old 
sensibility-molded out of his rural upbringing-a new spin. It releases the 
demonic forces: the female ghost of the village opera, the spirits that popu­
late the Buddhist hell, the demonic energy associated with the White Snake 
woman, and the monstrous union between a mortal being and a supernor­
mal creature, and so on took on a new life in the theoretical light of modern­
ism. The ruin of the Leifeng Pagoda lent itself as a primal site for Lu Xun to 
play out his modernist vision. 

More specifically, Kuriyagawa was one of the first Asian scholars to in­
troduce Keats's Lamia story to Asia and to note its similarity to the Chinese 
White Snake lore and its derivative treatment in Japan. Many of his works 
were translated into Chinese in the 1920S by several distinguished scholars, 

including Feng ZikadlTt~ and others.120 As someone who consistently 
valorized sexual desire as the creative force, he was drawn to what he called 

"serpentine sexuality," and he praised the sympathetic treatment of snake 
lore by both Keats and Theophile Gautier, French romantic author of La 
Morte amoreuse. "Instead ofloathing the demonic woman," he wrote, "they 
make one feel what is ineffably beautiful, a quality that can be characterized 
as chillingly bewitching." In comparison, he found the Japanese treatment of 
the matter wanting.l21 Kuriyagawa here reinforced a nearly forgotten tradi­
tional aesthetic category: "chillingly bewitching," sai',n flU (Ch. qiyan). 
It describes a curiously paradoxical effect, evocative at once of a chilly, 
mournful desolation and an irresistible enchantment-the twin qualities of 
the darkly suggestive landscape of the Leifeng Pagoda with its serpentine 
enchantress. 

Lu Xun's life in the 1920S was, deeply caught up with pagodas. From Au­
gust 2, 1923, to May 25, 1924, he lived in a neighborhood in Beijing' called 
"Brick Pagoda Alley." On April 17, 1924, on a lecture trip to Xi'an, he visited 
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the Great Goose Pagoda of the Dad'en *1$.,~ Temple. The day before he 
wrote "On the Collapse of the Leifengta," he bought Kuriyagawa's book Out 
of the Ivory Tower, whose ritle contains the kanji-character to :ttt (ta in Chi­
nese; "pagoda"). He was to live with this book for an extended period as he 
proceeded to translate it.121 These circumstances may have cued his writing 
on the topic of pagodas. 

Pagodas and women, unrelated to each other except in the Leifeng Pa­
goda lore, came to a head in the 1920S, a period that saw the surge of the 
women's liberation movement. Appointed to the faculty of Beijing Women's 
Normal College in July 1923, Lu Xun was actively involved in the women's 
cause. In April 1925, two months after Lu Xun wrote the second essay on 
the Leifeng pagoda, a heinous event rocked the country. Four female college 
students visiting an "ancient site," the Iron Pagoda at Kaifeng, were brutally 

raped by six soldiers. After this abominable act, the brutes ripped strips 
from each of the women's skirts as "souvenirs" and hung their clothes on the 
top of the pagoda. The women had to endure further humiliation at the 
hands of their school's administration. Fearful that the scandal might tarnish 
the school's reputation, they chose to silence the victims' voices and publicly 
denied the incident. The four women committed suicide. Zhao Yintang 
(1893-?), a lecturer in Chinese at Beijing Normal University, wrote on the 
event with anguished sarcasm: 

Who asked them [the women] to visit the Iron Pagoda in that desolate place? The 

pagoda is indeed an extremdy famous ancient ruin. Only the governor should be al­

lowed to climb up and view the scenery: only cdebrities and scholars should be al­

lowed to inscribe their names there. Or to put it in a less dignified tone, only male 
students should be allowed to climb to the top to ydl and scream. These women­

what right did they have to visit [this site]? Unqualified with this right, they went 
anyway. Wasn't that indecorous? Shouldn't they die?123 

The incident also enraged Lu Xun (LXQI, 7: 274). Indeed, it occurred in 
the wake ofLu Xun's two essays on the Leifeng Pagoda, yet it epitomized an 
enduring social reality in which the weight of traditional values kept crush­
ing innocent victims, particularly women. It dramatized the pagoda-a 
signpost of tradition in modern times-as the oppressive symbol and sym­
bolized the social injustice women had to bear. The tragedy at the Iron Pa­
goda is almost an uncanny modern re-enactment of the Leifeng Pagoda and 
its subjugation of the White Snake woman. It testifies to the relevance ofLu 
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Fig.II.14 Tao Yuanqing, cover design for Lu Xun, 
trans., Kumon no sh&:h6; Kumm de xillngzhcng (Sym. 
bolism of depression) by Kuriyagawa Hakuson 
(1880-1923) (Shanghai: Weimingshe, 1924). 

Xun's two essays and makes Lu Xun's loathing of the pagoda as an oppres­

sive presence and his sympathy with the White Snake woman all the more 
compelling. 

Much as the landscape of the pagoda ruin served as a symbolic topogra­
phy for modernist writers such as Lu Xun and Xu Zhimo and gave shape to 
their discursive energy and imaginary universe, their work in turn inspired 

visual constructs. Lu's vision found its visualizer in an able young artist 

named Tao Yuanqing 1!fiJJ5t. (1892-1929), also a native ofShaoxing. Tao's 
cover design for Lu Xun's translation of Symbol of Depression shows a nude 

female figure imprisoned in a claustrophobic circle, wriggling among four 
crimson patches of monsters threatening to gnaw into her. With her hands 

seemingly entangled, the woman holds a trident with one foot, whose prongs 
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Fig. II.IS Tao Yuanqing, cover design for Lu Xun, 
trans., Z6gc no to 0 dcte; Chuk xiIIngyll v,i ta (Out of the 
ivory tower) by Kuriyagawa Hakuson (1880-1923); 
(Shanghai: Weimingshe, 1924). 
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touch her lifted chin (Fig. 11.14). Tao's design for the cover of Out of the Ivory 
Tower again features a female nude, somewhat startled, standing against a 

wavy and wriggling line (Fig. 11.15). It may be far-fetched to take the serpen­

tine line in both cover designs as a coded visual allusion to the White Snake 
woman, but the evocation of oppression, desire, and destruction in the first 
design and the connection between woman and pagoda in the second are all 
very suggestive. Lu Xun's dramatic vision of the Leifeng Pagoda is precisely 

about these diverse impulses. 

Lu Xun's imaginary ruins, haunted sites invigorated with supernatural 

forces, became a topos widely shared by his contemporaries. It prompted a 

group of young followers of Lu Xun in the 1920S and 1930S to cast their 
mournful eyes to their own native places. They evoke ruins of the past and 
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Fig. 11.16 Li Jiqing, cover design for T ai 

Jingnong, }iantazhc (Pagoda builder). 1928. 

(Beiping: Weiming she, 1930). After Tai 
Jingnong, }iantazhc (Beijing: Renmin wen­
xue chubanshe, 1984). 
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aspire toward the landmarks heralding the future. Among the group was T ai 
Jingnong 1Em. JIl, whose short story "Pagoda Builder" relates the tale of an 

imprisoned young woman put to death by her oppressors. The thin narra­

tive is premised on the conviction that "our pagoda is not built on soil and 
rocks, but on the foundation of our blood-congealed blocks."124 The "Pagoda 

Builder" became the title for the author's collection of stories, published in 

1928. Its cover, designed by Li Jiqing, shows a leftward-tilting grid of dark 
lines crossed by a red crescent band. An intersection generates a square in 
which a mason-apparently the "Pagoda Builder" -hammers a drill rod 
into a stone block. A tall tower soars above douds, set against the sun. The 

more realistic scene inside the box thus thematically echoes the abstract co­
ordinates outside it: illuminating the grid as a soaring structure in the mak­

ing and the red band as a vague evocation of the sun, and by extension, a 
hopeful future. Consistent with the geometric mood, the characters of the 

book title are rendered in "art script" (meishuzi ~m*), as opposed to the 
traditional calligraphic scripts, to register a touch of modernism. In color 

scheme, the design thrives on a sharp contrast between red and black, set 
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against a white background (Fig. Il.16). It is a modernist reworking of the 
Pagoda in Evening Glow: not only is the soaring structure, explicitly men­
tioned in the title as a ta (pagoda), envisioned as an obelisk with its for­

eign-hence, for the Chinese at the time, modernist-overtones, the sun­
presumably anything but a setting sun-evokes blood, sacrifice, and passion, 

as evidenced in Tai's narrative. This futuristic-utopian pictorial construct 
brings this story of the Leifeng Pagoda to a dose. The pagoda site, which 
began innocently as no more than a circumstantially rooted monument, ends 
up becoming an enduring signpost in the Chinese mental universe and a to­

pos that generated an ever-increasing body of writing for centuries. 
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