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BOSOM FRIEND, LOVER, AND TYRANT: A STUDY OF TANG
DISHENG’S THE REINCARNATION OF THE RED PLUM (1959)

LAU YIN PING GRACE *

ABSTRACT The Reincarnation of the Red Plum was the last work of Tang Disheng in
1959. This play was adapted from The Red Plum written by Zhou Chaojun of the
Ming Dynasty. The Reincarnation of the Red Plum is worthy of our attention for its
fine artistic achievement. This article presents a comparative study of The Red Plum
written by Zhou Chaojun, the original and revised editions of The Reincarnation of the
Red Plum of Tang Disheng (1959), as well as the Cantonese movie of The Reincarnation
of the Red Plum (1968) and the record of this play. This paper examines three groups
of characters: bosom friends, lovers, and the villainous tyrant. Different from the
other versions, Tang’s play highlights the ideal of the bosom friend: Pei Yu is both
friend and lover to Huiniang. Huiniang also fights against the tyrant, Jia Sidao, with
five rebellious acts. Jia is the Great Tutor, whose authority represents an ineluctable
power over Huiniang, concubine of a commoner. For a simple compliment, “What a
handsome young man!” directed at Pei Yu, Huiniang is brutally beaten and killed by
Jia. Her rebellious acts fighting the master also represents a battle against her fate as a
concubine. Huiniang represents the red plum in the play, symbolizing the unyielding
character of plum-blossom that endures the coldest weather. Her efforts to fight for
personal freedom exemplifies the lasting theme of “character is fate”.
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