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Vear of William Shakespeare and Tang Xianzu
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The f.rga'mil f?frll!ﬂ' Purple Hairpin with Wen Yu Hang as Li Yi (left) and Ying Kam-sha as Huo Xiaoyu (right)
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The Peony Pavilion with Luo Chenxue as Du Liniang
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The Peony Pavilion with Zhang Li as Du Liniang
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Tang Xianzu and The Four Dreams at Linchuan
Tang Xianzu (1550-1616), also known by his courtesy name Yireng and

secondary name Hairuo, was from Fuzhou Linchuan in Jiangxi Province and

was widely known as Mr Linchuan while he signed himself as Taoist
Qingyuan. He was born in the 29" year of Emperor Shizong’s Jiajing era in Ming Dynasty
and died in the 44" year of Emperor Shenzong’s Wanli era, having gone through the three
eras of Jiajing, Longqing and Wanli. Tang was a descendant of Yan Wengui from Tang
Dynasty but the family name was changed from Yan to Tang owing to the naming taboo of

Emperor Taizu in Song Dynasty.

Tang was born into a family of scholars; his grandfather Tang Maozhao was fond of the
Taoist philosophy while his father Tang Shangxian was a knowledgeable Confucian,
Gifted and intelligent, Tang was able to make couplet at the age of five and was well-read
since a young age. He was ranked the 8" scholar in the provincial examination at 21 and
published his first collected poems Hongquan Yicao at 26, followed by another one
Yongzao (lost) the subsequent year. At 28, together with friends Xie Jiuzi, Wu Shizhi and
Ceng Yuexiang, he wrote his first chuangi play The Legend of the Purple Flute which was
never completed with 34 parts extant. Being upright and impartial, Tang refused to yield
to the pressure exerted by the powerful court official Zhang Juzheng and thus failed in the
imperial examination repeatedly. Eventually, he was honoured as the 211* scholar in the
three grades of degree at 34 and appointed to posts as academic chair at Taichang Temple
(The Ministry of ceremonies) in Nanjing, secretary at the Eastern Palace (The Ministry of
Royal Affairs) and clerical officer in the Ministry of Rites in succession. At 38, he rewrote
The Legend of the Purple Flute as The Legend of the Purple Hairpin. As he was outspoken in
admonishment, he had to face a rugged career path and ended up resigning from his ofhice
at 49. Upon return to his homeland in Linchuan, he led a reclusive life in Yuming Tang
and wrote The Peony Pavilion Reincarnation, The Dream qff‘&m»’ef and The Story r:;_'f Handan.
He died at 67 and was buried at the ancestral graveyard at Mount Lingzhi in the eastern

Linchuan city.

The extant works include plays The Legend of the Purple Flute, The Legend of the Purple
Hairpin, The Peony Pavilion (also known as The Reincarnation), The Dream of Nanke and
The Story qf Handan, as well as collected poems and essays Hongquan Yicao, Wenji Youcao

and Yumingtang Collection.
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The Peony Pavilion with Zhang Li as Du Liniang
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The Legend of the Purple Hairpin with Ying Kam-sha as Huo Xiaovu E'i'n l \m\
X | . _-' :I.

Interpretation of the Dreams

The Four Dreams at Linchuan refer to the four plays; The
Legend of the Purple Hairpin, The Peony Pavilion, The
Dream of Nanke and The Story of Handan. There are

dream sequences in all the four plays or rather tht}-‘ are the fruit of

painstaking labour of Tang’s whole life, referring the dreams of his
life, thus collectively known as The Four Dreams at Linchuan. The
Four Dreams contain profound ideological substance where Tang
used the format of illusive dreams to express distinct value

orientation.

Neo-Confucianism was prevalent in the Ming society at the time.
[t advocated the principle of “reason over desire” and imposed
numerous restrictions upon women in particular where they were
subjected to the teachings of traditional classics like Nu Jian
(Exemplary Behaviour of Women), Nei Ze (Domestic Rules) and

Nu Xun (Lessons for Women). Chastity memorial arches were

erected to honour chaste women but in fact they were shackles binding women’s freedom. As such, when The Lﬁgﬁ’ﬂd f?fﬁ}f’ Purple Hairpin and The Peony Pavilion

came into being, both of which recognized the value of love and glorified its pursuit, it stirred up immense response in the society. The Peony Pavilion was especially

influential. Advocating desire over reason and liberation of the individual, it caused ripples to spread across the Ming feudal society. Tang Xianzu was thereby

established as the great Chinese playwright.

The Dream of Nanke and The Story of Handan are also criticisms towards the darkness and corruption of the Ming bureaucracy. Both were composed after Tang

resigned from office and returned to his homeland as reflections of the corrupt feudal bureaucracy of the Ming Dynasty. In both plays, the author revealed in depth

the social reality from the monarch to the bureaucrats. Through the endings connected to the renouncing thoughts of Buddhism and Taoism, they reflect the

author’s frustration and despair towards the political situation and the imperial court.



The Four Dreams at Linchuan
The Lfgmd nf the PH?‘PZE Hairpin

The Legend of the Purple Hairpin includes total 53 parts in 2 volumes, depicts the

sadness of parting and the joy of reunion between scholar Li Yi and Huo Xiaoyu.
Tang Xianzu’s first work should have been The Legend of the Purple Flute but due to political
troubles, he stopped writing it at the 34 part. Later when he was academic chair at Taichang
Temple in Nanjing, he modified The Legend of the Purple Flute with deletion and refinement and
renamed it The Legend of the Purple Hairpin. The entire play was finished in the 15® year of the
Wanli era (1587). The Legend of the Purple Hairpin is therefore Tang Xianzu's first completed
chuangi play. It is mainly based on the Tang chuangi play The Tale of Huo Xiaoyu by Jiang Fang
with part of the plot referenced on Taisong Xuanhe Yishi (Collected Storytelling Script in Song

Dynasty Xuanhe era).

The Legend of the Purple Hairpin is famous for its richness and splendour. Modern Chinese opera
theorist Wu Mei has once remarked, “Linchuan’s Purple Hairpin is splendid to the utmost.” The
lyrics are flamboyant while the emotion is rich and colourful in particular the 25* part; Farewell at
Yang Pass. “Courtyard of blossomy rain is trapped in regret, the waterside underbrush enveloped in
sadness. The loving couple is separated, hesitating beyond branches of flower. Let me tap the hairpin
and call upon the parrot. I folded up the bed sheets as I closed my sweet memories of conjugal love.”
The language used is extravagant and splendid. It has thus been listed as “the flamboyant one” by

.'I AT s v L.- ”. i . ¥ r .-}I [ =1 F ¥ % F,
Ming playwright Qi Biaojia in his work Qu Pin (Commentary of operas).

[n the essay The Purple Hairpin Inscription, Tang Xianzu glorified the ideas of love and chivalry by
saying “Huo Xiaoyu is a devoted lover; the man-in-yellow (imperial envoy) is a chivalrous man.” In
the original work The Tale .s:ngzm Xiaoyn, Li Yi has been characterized as heartless and ungmtcﬁﬂ
while Xiaoyu turned love into hatred and swore to become a spiteful ghost after death to take
revenge. However in The Legend of the Purple Hairpin, there is the addition of the evil character,
Grand Commandant Lu who set on sabotaging the love between Li and Huo. The image of Li Yi as
the heartless man has thus been changed while Xiaoyu has also been turned into a faithtul and
devoted lover. Portrayal of the man-in-yellow is also enhanced and foreshadowing his chivalrous

behaviour highlighted to enrich the entire plot.
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The Legend of the Purple Hairpin with Wen Yu Hang as Li Yi (left) and Ying Kam-sha as Huo Xiaoyu (right)
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The Legend of the Purple Haivpin with Wen Yu Hangas Li Yi
T /ae -

The Plot:

Longxi scholar Li Yi goes to admire lanterns at the Lantern
Festival and encounters the beautiful and talented Huo
Xiaoyu who is the illegitimate daughter of Prince Huo. They
fall in love at first sight. Li proposes, using the purple hairpin
dropped accidentally by Xiaoyu as the love token, and they
get married happily. Soon afterwards Li Yi is awarded the
champion in imperial examination. Powerful court ofhicial
Grand Commandant Lu tries to force Li to become his
son-in-law and often spite him. With Lu’s sabotaging effort,
Li Yi is sent away to the frontier as advisor; first to Yumen
Pass and later to Mengmen. After return, Li is put under
house arrest by Lu. Meanwhile, Lu Sprcads the rumour of
Xiaoyu being remarried and Li being married into the Lu
family in an effort to separate the loving couple. Fortunately
with the righteous help of the man-in-yellow (imperial
envoy), the couple finally reunites and the truth revealed. Li

Yi and Huo Xiaoyu reconcile and retie the marriage knot.
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The Peony Pavilion
The Peony Pavilion (also known as The Reincarnation),

total 55 parts in 2 volumes, was completed in the 26" year

of the Wanli era (1598). It depicts the tragic departure
and love story of Liu Mengmei and Du Liniang. Tang Xianzu has once
said, "“Among the four dreams, I am most proud of The Peony Pavilion”.
The Peony Pavilion is the most outstanding among the four works. It has
been recorded that once The Peony Pavilion was published, it became a

household name and almost made Tale of the West Chamber go on sale.

In the essay The Peony Pavilion Inscription, the author has declared that
the play was based on the story of Li Zhongwen and Feng Xiaojiang’s
children. “Prefect Du’s story is a modification of the story about the
children of Jin Wudou Prefect Li Zhongwen and Guangzhou Prefect
Feng Xiaojiang.” However, the real reference should be from the
storytelling script Du Liniang Returning from Death as a substantial
part of the plot is adopted from it. Compared with the storytelling

script, The Peony Pavilion not only has major changes in plot and
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. W4 — . description, the theme and ideology are also immensely upgraded.
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The Peony Pavilion is not simply a romantic love story, it is a drama
filled with the elements of sadness, happiness, farce and fun. The first
half sees happiness amid sadness whereas the latter half the other way
round. Du Liniang is the darling daughter of a noble family who has
been submitted to the strict rules of the feudal society. Just for seeking
the freedom to love, she has to sacrifice her life. It is a personal tragedy
and also a family and social tragedy. Despite the sad and distresstul
plot, there is the insertion of the ﬁght between the vivacious naughty
maid Chunxiang and the pedantic old scholar Chen Zuiliang,
Coupled with side characters like Taoist Nun Shi, it makes the play sad

and happy, farcical and funny at the same time.

The Plot:

The story takes place in the Southern Song Dynasty. Du Bao, the
Prefect of Jiangxi Nanan, has an only daughter Du Liniang who is both
beautiful and talented. Du Bao invites the pedantic old scholar Chen
Zuiliang to teach Liniang the classic, Book of Odes but Liniang is
inspired by the ode Guanju (Cry of Osprey) which awakened her
youthful yearning. While her father is away on business, Liniang
sneaks out to tour the back garden and dreams of a secret encounter
with a young scholar. Since then she yearns for love and eventually
dies. She is buried beneath a plum tree in the garden with a
self-portrait stored under the Taihu stone. When Du Bao is () ﬁﬁ,a

% & WK
transferred to Huaiyang later, he builds a tomb and the Plum Blossom The Peony Pailion with Hu Weilu as Liu Mengmei

Temple for Liniang in the garden. Three years later, Lingnan scholar

Liu Mengmei stays at the temple for the night on his way to attend the imperial examination and finds the self-portrait of Liniang. He then has a secret encounter with the
spirit of the girl in the portrait. Liu digs up the tomb and Liniang is reincarnated and brought back to life. The two get married and go to Linan together for Liu to attend
the imperial examination. Due to the invasion of Jin troops, announcement of the examination result is delayed. Meanwhile, Liu goes to Huaiyang to meet Du Bao but is
treated as a swindler and tomb-raider. Du Bao refuses adamantly to admit Liniang’s resurrection and denies their marriage. The matter is brought before the imperial court.

After multiple test and trial, Du Liniang and Liu Mengmei finally becomes a couple legally.



The Dream of Nanke
The Dream of Nanke, also known as The Nanke Dream or Tale of the
Nanke Dream, is in two volumes and 44 parts and written in the

summer of the 28" year in the Wanli era (1600). It is based on the

chuangi play Legend of the Nanke Prefect by Li Gongzuo in Tang Dynasty.

The plot of The Dream of Nanke is a reflection of the dark side in the society at
the time, like corruption of local officials, rivalry within ruling parties, nepotism
in official circles, abuse of the laws as money tools and a harsh criticism on the
evil practices of the Ming society. It is written in the third year after Tang
Xianzu resigned from his ofhce and returned home. The background reveals the

author’s profound disillusionment after his failure in the quest for political

ideals.

The Plot:

The story takes place in the Tang Dynasty. Ranger Chunyu Fen is skillful in
martial arts but he loses his official post due to his fondness of drinking. At almost
30 with neither wife nor career, he often calls upon friends to drink to relieve the
boredom. One day, he is drunk and has a dream. He dreams of entering the
Dahuaian Kingdom and is invited to become the king’s son-in-law. He marries the
princess Jinzhi and is granted the post as Prefect of Nanke County. Chunyu rules
in Nanke for over 20 years and scores remarkable achievement earning deep
respect from the masses. After the princess’s death, Chunyu returns to the imperial
court and is appointed as the Prime Minister and indulges in debauchery. Jealous
of Chunyu's power, the Vice Minister Duan Gong uses astrological sign as pretext
and submits a petition to impeach Chunyu. As a result, Chunyu is dismissed from
court and forced to return home. Chunyu wakes up from the dream and comes to

arealization. He sheds all ties with the world and becomes a Buddhist.

The Story of Handan
The Story of Handan, also known as The Dream of Handan, includes

total 30 parts in two volumes. According to the author’s prcfacs, it

was written in the 29" year of the Wanli era (1601) and based on
the chuangi play The World inside a Pillow by Shen Jiji, Tang Dynasty. The Story
of Handan depicts vividly the life of a major feudal official. Through Lu Sheng’s
experience of coming into fame and fortune all the way to his death, it portrays
in depth the greedy and useless officials in the feudal society, the dark and
corrupted examination system as well as the fatuous and debauched emperor, so
as to reflect the intense struggle within the ruling parties and criticize the

sanctimonious hj,rpc:crisy and the social reality in the Ming Dynasty.

Tang adopted the format of comedy to satirize the social reality of Ming
Dynasty in The Story of Handan. It depicts how Lu Sheng and his wife bribe
the imperial court with thousand taels of gold in order to obtain an official
title while in fact it exposes the scandalous act of court official Zhang Juzheng’s
abuse of power by grabbing the championship in imperial examination for his
two sons and reveals the ruler’s tyranny and debauchery through Emperor
Xuanzong of Tang Dynasty. The Story of Handan is the author’s relentless
emotional release of his frustration and hatred towards the political situation

and power of an imperial court.

The Plot:

Lu Dongbin, one of the Eight Immortals, arrives at Handan to look for
someone to serve as flower sweeper at Mount Penglai. Lu Sheng from Shantung
has a distinguished look and a bit celestial flair but he is obsessed with official
title and laments his untimely birth. At the Handan Zhaozhou Bridge Inn, Lu
Dongbin lends Lu Sheng a magnetic pillow for him to sleep. Lu Sheng plunges
into it and dreams of marrying a lady from Cui clan of Qinghe (an eminent
family in ancient China) and bribing the powerful court official to earn
champion in imperial examination. He is then frst appointed to go to
Shanzhou to canal, afterward go on an expedition and subsequently scores
meritorious achievement and is being granted dukedom. However as he has
offended the powerful official Yuwen Rong, he is framed and impeached and
sentenced to death. After being pardoned, he is exiled to Guimen Pass (Gate of
hell) and suffers a lot of hardship. At last he is summoned back to the imperial
court and acts as Prime Minister for 20 years and is granted the title as Duke of
Zhao. His sons and grandsons are also granted official titles while the emperor
grants him 24 geishas. Indulged in excessive debauchery, he falls seriously ill at
80. Before he dies, he still thinks of the posthumous title and his young son’s
grant. When Lu Sheng ﬁnall}f wakes up from the dream, he has seen through
the vanity and rights and wrongs of the world. He decides to follow the Eight

Immortals to practice the Taoism.
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Love in Dreams, Dreams in Play

“Love in dreams, dreams in play” describes aptly the literature of dream founded by Tang Xianzu,

which set off a trend of dream replication in later generations. Written in the format of dream

literature, the plays reflect the rights and wrongs as well as complicated thoughts and feelings in real
life. Through the dreams, the author depicts the complicated emotions of men in the world and expresses in a
dramatic way the deep thoughts behind. The author has pointed out in Erbo Magu Youshi Xu (Poem Preface) that
“Love is the eternal pursuit of humanity, from love come poetry.” Works of art should be placed interest in love
(or feeling). The Four Dreams at Linchuan may depict illusive dreams, more importantly they express genuine
love. “Feelings in dreams may not necessarily be unreal. There are not a few dreamers in the world.” (From Zhe

Peony Pavilion Inscription).

There are dream sequences throughout the four plays. Dreams normally give people the feeling of illusion but the
dreams in these plays are realer than reality. In The Legend of the Purple Hairpin, it is Huo Xiaoyu's thoughts of
love for her husband; in The Peony Pavilion, it is Du Liniang’s yearning for youthful desire; in The Dream of
Nanke, it depicts Chunyu Fen’s unrealized ambition while in The Story of Handan, Lu Sheng’s desire for pleasure.

All of them reflect true feelings in the world.

The author used dreams to portray feelings and merged the real world with fictional drama. The depiction of the

pedantic feudal society and corrupt bureaucracy are actually reflection of the author’s harsh criticism on the

social reality and imperial court at the time. The author was in fact forced to use the medium of fictional drama (G T8 ¢ s

The Legend of the Purple Hairpin with -

to express his emotions and ideals as the feudal society at that time did not allow any expression of true fcdings.
z d Wang Jing as Bao Siniang

Restrictions of real life also fail to express his concrete ideas and thoughts freely. LRt

Shakespeare of the Orient
William Shakespeare is the greatest dramatist in England during

the Renaissance while Tang Xianzu is the most remarkable

chuangi playwright in Ming Dynasty. Both were born in feudal
society of the same era, one in the West while the other in the East and
coincidentally both died in the same year, 1616. Despite Tang has completed
far less plays than Shakespeare, his works have brought about signiﬁcant

influence upon the Chinese opera circle.

Tang Xianzu has been acclaimed as “Shakespeare of the Orient”. Apart from
the fact that they were born around the same time and died in the same year,
they also possessed two similar classic works; Shakespeare’s Romeo and Juliet

and Tang Xianzu’s The Peony Pavilion. Way back in the 16" century with the
CHLAE) R 66 FLER

T'he Peony Pavilion with Yu Bin as Du Liniang 8

| ; between China and England. As such there should not be any interaction or

great geographical distance apart, there was scarcely any cultural exchange

cross-influence between the two playwrights. Notwithstanding this, Romeo and Juliet and The Peony Pavilion are both depict the love stories respectively in western
and eastern feudal societies and they have shared many similarities such as subject, theme, characters, dramatic conflict, structure and style. Both plays express the

glorification of sublime love with a hint of enlightenment on feminism. People in later generations therefore tend to bring the two great playwrights together.

Inﬂllencc on lﬂter genel‘ations

Atter The Four Dreams at Linchuan came into being one after another, there emerged a large batch of so-called Linchuan School of playwrights such as

Zhang Jian, Ruan Dacheng, Wu Bing and so on. They held Tang’s works in high regard and used them as model in script concept, lyric style and other

aspects. As a result a series of works imitating The Four Dreams atf Linchuan appeared. Works like Post-The Peony Pavilion, Post-The Dream of Nanke,
The Story of Handan Sequel came into being later on too. Even in famous plays of later generations such as Hong Sheng’s The Palace of Eternal Life, Kong Shangren’s

The Peach Blossom Fan and the literary classic The Dream of the Red Chamber, one can still discern the influence of The Four Dreams at Linchuan.
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