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The Chinese princess in the West: from Persian fairy-tales through
Puccini’s Turandot to traditional Chinese opera
Roman Shapiro, Associate Professor of Department of Chinese Studies,
Masaryk University

In the 18th-century Europe China was often used as an exotic background for
comedy. Lesage (libretto) and d’Ornevale (music) based their comic opera The
Chinese Princess (1725) on a story from the Persian fairy-tale collection Thousand
and One Days by Petis Delacroix. The specific plot was taken from Nizami’s epic
The Seven Beauties. Riddles offered by a bride to a bridegroom and the execution of
those who fail the test are typical motives of the world folklore. The opera used only
the central part of Petis’ story.

Carlo Gozzi took the plot of his fiaba Princess Turandot (1761) either from
Lesage’s opera or from Petis’ collection. Gozzi’s plot and characters are more
complicated, and the stress is put on moral instruction rather than on entertainment.
Schiller’s German translation (1801) deletes some comic scenes and makes the whole
play into a poetic psychological tragedy. Puccini’s opera (1926) adds some
authenticity to the story, as he uses eight genuine Chinese melodies for his themes.

The opera was frowned upon in the PRC before the late 1990s because it
‘unfavourably portrayed a Chinese princess’. However an opulent performance was
staged by Zubin Mehta and Zhang Yimou at the Forbidden City in 1998. A series of
other performances emphasising Chinese culture were staged in Taiwan, Mainland
China and all over the world.

The lecture will also give an overview of modern adaptations of Turandot's
story in traditional Chinese genres.

AFHAMA

B REBSA S LEHAEFEL LA FP 2 KRKE e BREGY P
1o TAB R R PR B AEEEFEAT Y o k4R
TAMLE TARR s ARRORRE TR o



