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From Social Critique to Introspection on Human Nature:
The Tragic Reconstruction of the Classic White
Snake Narrative in the Play The Envoy of Glory

Wang Yan, Wang Huaiyan

Abstract: The avant-garde play The Envoy of Glory undertakes a modern tragic reconstruction of the classic
White Snake narrative, breaking the narrative paradigm established by Tian Han’s version—that of resisting feu-
dal ethics through the freedom of love—and attributing the tragedy to the predicament of human nature, thereby
achieving a value shift from social critique to introspection on human nature. The play carries out a subversive
reshaping of the classic character system of the White Snake legend, reconstructing Bai Suzhen as Bai Fei’er, an
idealist who brings about disaster through excessive goodwill and inflated obsession, while endowing Xu Xian,
Xiao Qing, and Fa Hai with entirely new character images and personality connotations. The play removes the
traditional love storyline and builds its narrative core around the boundaries of goodwill, the limits of power, and
the balance of order, asking “how can a person with goodwill and power bring about their own downfall,” while
comprehensively employing means such as song and aria and distinctive instrumental arrangements to unfold
psychological fluctuations. The play retains classic plot elements, adapts the Western motif of divine fall, and
completes a localized, de-religionized transformation. Its innovative practice provides a paradigm for the creative
transformation of traditional folk literature.

Keywords: The Envoy of Glory; Zhang Guangtian; The Legend of the White Snake; classic reconstruction;
tragedy
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