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A Discussion of the Political and Religious Functions
of a Qing-dynasty Palace Opera about Mulian,
The Golden Rule for Guiding to Good

Lu Po-Hsun

(Assistant Professor, Department of Chinese Literature, Soochow University )

Abstract

This essay is a study of a Qing-dynasty palace Mulian play, Zhang Zhao’s
The Golden Rule for Guiding to Good, with a focus on the political and religious
functions of its script. The investigation found that the plays featuring the story of
Mulian, originally a repertoire of popular tales for common people, underwent
some changes when they were introduced to the Qing palace. These plays were not
merely performed on the Hungry Ghost festival, as transcendence of the souls of
the dead was no longer the only function of these plays. Moreover, many
complicated taboos and rituals in folk beliefs were also omitted. The Golden Rule
for Guiding to Good was performed at the end of the year as a means for
“lustrating and exorcising evils on behalf of ancient people.” The significance and
purpose of writing and performing this opera can be summed up in two points. The
first is its political function. Zhang Zhao recreated The Golden Rule for Guiding to
Good in accordance with the teaching principle of the monarch and used the
Mulian play as a means to exhort people to good and punish evil in order to
advocate the retribution karmic cycle and to achieve the effect of “ educating
people with humanity-based virtues.” The Qing palace even regarded the play
script as a book of benevolence that could be acted out to educate the audience
about loyalty and obedience to the monarch and empire without engaging in

rebellion. The second is a religious function. As this opera was played in place of
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some palace rituals, the role-play of the numinous and the one of immortals in the
opera had unique significance in religious rituals. These two small plays were
exceptionally included in the plots, and their themes were also closely related to
the whole opera and could not be arbitrarily isolated or removed. This was a very

special phenomenon.

Keywords: The Golden Rule for Guiding to Good, Zhang Zhao, Mulian opera,

Chengying opera, Qing palace greater opera



