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Abstract

As the culmination of the late Ming Dynasty’s sentiment-focused literary movement, Tang Xianzu'’s
“Four Dreams of Linchuan”—created with “supreme emotion” as its spiritual core—constitutes not
four isolated theatrical works, but a logically coherent and progressively layered intellectual evo-
lution. This study traces the complete development of Tang’s “supreme emotion” philosophy through
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the lens of “emotion-transcendence”, analyzing lyrics, inscriptions, and creative contexts from The
Purple Hairpin, The Peony Pavilion, The Dream of Nanke, and The Story of Handan. The research
demonstrates that Tang’s supreme emotion philosophy neither simplistically glorifies worldly de-
sires nor completely negates emotions. Instead, it begins with individual emotions, progresses
through real-world struggles, desire introspection, and spiritual integration, ultimately elevating
to alife philosophy transcending utilitarianism, mortality, and societal constraints. This intellectual
trajectory not only reflects Tang’s personal struggles in officialdom and life reflections, but also
epitomizes how late Ming literati sought spiritual solutions amidst Neo-Confucianism, Zen philoso-
phy, and social upheavals.
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