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Tracing Classical Echoes in the Drama

— Excerpts of Allusions and Refined Expressions from the Cantonese Opera Ancient Tune of Guangling

Surtitles

Source

Original Meaning

Intended Meaning in the opera

‘Once you have caught the fish,
forget the net—’

(Prelude — Dream Initiation)

“External Things”

from Zhuangzi

Original line is ‘Once you have caught
the fish, forget the Quan—’

“Quan” refers to a bamboo implement
used for catching fish in ancient times.
Once the fish has been caught, there is
no longer any need for the fishing

implement.

Having learned the gin piece
Ancient Tune of Guangling, one

no longer needs the gin score.

‘They pass judgement on the
times. ’
(Scene One — The Gathering)

“Biography of Xu
Shao” from Book of
the Later Han

“Yuedan” refers to the first day of each
lunar month. Xu Shao was fond of

commenting on people and affairs and

would introduce a new topic on the first

day of each month. Hence, this
practice became known as “Yuedan
Critique”, referring to the practice of
passing judgement on people and

affairs.

The Seven Sages of the Bamboo
Grove were fond of passing
judgement on the people and
political affairs of their time

when they gathered together.

‘The road ahead is long and far;
I shall search high and low.’

‘I sigh deeply and wipe away
my tears; mourning the
hardships of the people.’
(Scene One — The Gathering)

Li Sao by Qu Yuan

The first two lines express Qu Yuan’s
determination and efforts to seek the
truth, while the latter two express his
sorrow over the hardships suffered by

the people.

The three sages of the Bamboo
Grove use these lines to express
their aspirations and to lament
the hardships suffered by the
people.




‘For the Immortal instructed Chinese mythology Original line is ‘For the Immortal “Having entrusted it to Zhurong”

me to commit it to the fire.’ instructed me to commit it to Zhurong.” | means that it was entrusted to the

(Scene One — The Gathering) fire, and had therefore long since
“Zhurong” is the god of fire in Chinese | been burned to ashes.
mythology.

‘Rumours and slander have Li Sao by Qu Yuan, Original line is ‘ Yaozhuo have spread Wang Yuanji, deeply devoted to

spread through the realm, and
we must remain vigilant.’
(Scene Two — Recruiting
Talent)

and “Qian” Hexagram

from Zhouyi

through the realm, and we must

giangian vigilant.’

“Yaozhuo” refers to rumours and
slander, while “giangian” means to

make constant efforts.

her husband, shields him by
taking charge of state affairs,
believing that the rumours stem
merely from unfounded

She therefore

remains vigilant and strives to

accusations.

avoid giving others cause for

criticism.

‘How can the pure and the
turbid mix? The clear and
muddy waters must remain
apart.’

(Scene Three — The Letter of

Severance)

“Bei Feng: Gu Feng”
from The Book of
Songs

Original line is ‘How can the pure and
the turbid mix? The Jing and Wei waters

must remain apart.’

“Jing” and “Wei” refer to the Jing and
Wei rivers. The Jing is traditionally
said to have clear water, while the Wei is
muddy. As one is clear and the other
turbid, the two rivers cannot mix and

must remain apart.

Ji Kang, ashamed to associate
with Shan Tao, uses this allusion
to express his resolve not to
compromise his principles or
associate with those he considers

corrupt.




‘Why would I value a rotten
rat? Does he not know that the
phoenix drinks only from a
pure spring?’

(Scene Three — The Letter of

Severance)

“Autumn Floods”

from Zhuangzi

Original line is ‘Why would I value a
rotten rat? Does he not know that the

Yuanchu drinks only from a Liquan?’

“Yuanchu” (phoenix) is a mythical bird
in Chinese mythology, belonging to the
phoenix family and known for its noble
nature. “Liquan” (pure spring) refers
to a sweet spring whose water is as
sweet as wine. In the original story,
Zhuangzi, who had no desire to serve as
an official, regarded officialdom as a
rotten rat and likened himself to a
Yuanchu that would drink only from a
sweet spring, thereby mocking the
vulgar ignorance of those who vie for

power and profit.

Ji Kang, having received Shan
Tao’s letter urging him to enter
government service, uses this
allusion to express his resolve
not to compromise his principles
or associate with those he

considers corrupt.




‘Xu You did not answer
Emperor Yao’s call, why, then,
did Zhuge Liang ever leave his
thatched cottage? I forge
swords like Ganjiang and
Moye, to bear witness to the
retribution of this world.’
(Scene Four —Judging the Lii
Brothers)

“Giving Away a
Throne” from
Zhuangzi, “Xu You”
from Biographies of
Eminent Recluses, and
Wu Yue Chungiu

“Xu You”, according to legend, was a
hermit during the reign of Emperor Yao
in ancient China. Impressed by his
virtue, Emperor Yao summoned him to
serve as an official and even offered to
bestow the empire upon him, but Xu

You declined all such offers.

“Ganjiang and Moye”, according to
legend, were a renowned husband-and-
wife pair of swordsmiths during the
Spring and Autumn period who forged a

famous pair of swords

Ji Kang, living in seclusion in the
city, encourages himself by
following Xu You'’s refusal to

He

regards Zhuge Liang’s decision

enter government service.

to leave his thatched cottage and
take up public office as
misguided, and aspires to forge

swords like Ganjiang and Moye.

‘Master Ji does not want my
brother and me to quarrel.’
(Scene Four —Judging the Lii
Brothers)

“Xiao Ya: Tang D1”
from The Book of
Songs

Original line is ‘Master Ji does not want

my brother and me to xigiang.’

“Xi” refers to quarrelling, while “giang”
refers to the wall of a household.
Together, “xigiang” refers to quarrels
between brothers and is later extended
to mean internal disputes within an

organisation or group.

Lii An understands that Ji Kang
does not want to see the brothers

quarrel with each other.




10 ‘Who would have thought the | “Rhapsody on the Original line is ‘“Who would have The case involving the Lii
Lii case would reach the palace | Western Capital” thought the Lii case would reach the brothers has already reached the
steps?’ (Xijing fu) by Zhang dan chi?’ imperial court.
(Scene Five — The Snare) Heng
“Dan” means vermilion red, while “chi”
refers to the steps or open space in front
of a palace. In ancient times, palace
steps and forecourts were often painted
red, hence “dan chi” literally refers to
the red palace steps and, by extension,
the imperial court.
11 ‘Music itself knows neither “Discourse on the Music itself is composed of objective Ji Kang uses this idea to mock

sorrow nor joy; these arise in
the heart.’
(Scene Six — The Final Tune)

Absence of Grief and
Joy in Sound” (Sheng
Wu Aile Lun) by Ji
Kang

musical tones and has no inherent
emotions such as sorrow or joy. The
emotional response of listeners comes
from the projection of their own state of

mind.

Zhong Hui for fundamentally

failing to understand music.

Information provided by the art group




