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All Sentient Beings Eventually Die:
The Consciousness of Time in Tang Xianzu’s
Eight-legged Essay and the Philosophy
of Life in The Purple Flute

Wu Tsz Wing Giovanna
( Assistant Professor, Department of Literature and Cultural Studies,

The Education University of Hong Kong)

Abstract

Tang Xianzu’s ( 1550 — 1616) eight-legged essays and chuangi dramas are
essential in the study of his thoughts, but the value of the former has long
remained underestimated. “To speak for the sages” is the aim of composing eight-
legged essays. Tang received training in this writing form since his early years;
therefore, he became used to thinking in the way of Confucian sages. To fill the
lacunae in former Confucian philosophers’ discourses, Tang often introduced
Buddhist and Daoist thoughts into his eight-legged essays. The dialogues between
different thoughts inspired him with alternatives for his exploration of his
philosophy of life. For this reason, Tang’s thoughts embedded in his eight-legged
essays were criticized by his contemporaries for their impurity. These criticisms,
which were based on the Cheng-Zhu school of philosophy, reveal that Tang’s
thoughts contradicted the Confucian orthodoxy. On top of this, do these criticisms
inspire today’s study of Tang? Eight-legged essays have spotlighted the path
through the world of Tang’s early thoughts. If we agree that the writing of the
eight-legged essays provided Tang with space to re-think the meaning of life, then
we should consider applying this thought to the study of his chuangi drama. This

paper will focus on Tang’s eight-legged essays and his first drama, The Purple
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Flute. By comparing the rational thinking found in his eight-legged essays to the
sentimental “ practices” found in his drama, this paper re-interprets Tang’s
consciousness of time during his early years and re-evaluates the value of The

Purple Flute.

Key words: Tang Xianzu; The Purple Flute; eight-legged essay; consciousness

of time; philosophy of life
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