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Tang Xianzu’s The Story of Purple Flute and Relevant Issues

Lu, Po-Hsun

(Assistant Professor, Department of Chinese Literature at National Chung Cheng University )

Abstract

This study is an investigation of Tang Xianzu’s ( 1550 — 1616) The Story of
Purple Flute and its relevant issues. Part 1 is a discussion of the political satire in
Purple Flute. It probes the background of Purple Flute and when the play was
circulated , banned, and printed. Moreover, we propose an explanation of “Minister
of Personnel” and how the four cardinal vices of alcohol, sex, avarice, and temper
are related to Zhang Juzheng (1525 —1582). Part 2 is a discussion of why Purple
Flute was not completed and therefore rewritten. Existing scholarship on the issue
mainly ascribes this to the play’s content of political satire. We suggest that this
issue should be discussed in two parts; 1) external factors: the writing was
suspended halfway as a result of its involvement in political satire; 2) internal
factors; the play embodies many deficiencies. This play was Tang Xianzu’s playful
and experimental creation. Its arias and dialogues contain too many parallel
sentences and are therefore not suitable for stage performance. In addition, the plots
are too complex. These factors resulted in an unfinished work. Part 3 is a discussion
of how Tang rewrote Purple Flute and turned it into The Story of Purple Hairpin.
Through a comparison of these two plays and a discussion of the innovations of
Purple Hairpin in terms of literary accomplishments, character images, and plot

arrangements, we observe the development of Tang Xianzu’s creation techniques.

Keywords: Tang Xianzu, The Story of Purple Flute, The Story of Purple

Hairpin, The Four Dreams of Yuming Hall, political satire



