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Shapeshifting and Transformation: Textual Amplify and

Performance Culture of Hunyuanhe (CET&)

Jan YEH *

Abstract

Hunyuanhe (iR =~ £ ) is aplay of the Dragon Boat Festival in the Qing Dynasty, which tells
the story of Zhang Tianshi’s demon harvesting. Many of the scholars have discussed its version
and the festival legend about Hunyuanhe. This article focuses on the impact of the theme of the
text on the stage performance, and also presents the changing performance culture of this play as
theater trends have evolved.

In this article, we have reviewed Kun Yi ( #£ -~ ) ,Pihuang ( £ % ) , shadow puppetry ( -
%), Guei (#3£3) ,and Qi opera (4%J5]) , to point out that the “shapeshifting /manifestation”
of the demons is a symptom of the “concealment/discernment” of The Zhang Heavenly Master’s
doctrine. The “shapeshifting” is a classical version of Beijing school of Beijing opera, with the
development of the design of the facial type, the theatrical costumes, the props, the fireworks, the
stage, and so on, which has become a contemporary rehearsal technique. Meanwhile, the textual
connotation of “distinguishing between the true and the false” further extends to a number of
“true and false plays,” such as Wuhuadong ( I i=iF ), Jivhuadong (4 =ik ), and Shuangtianshi

(g = §# ), which have fixed context and forms of presentation, forming a series of linkages
from the textual connotations to the sets of context and the modes of performances.

In contrast to the strengthening of the theme of “distinguishing between the true and the
false”, the festive nature of the Dragon Boat Festival in Hunyuanhe is gradually diminishing. A
review of newspapers and magazines from the 1910s to 1940s reveals that Hunyuanhe developed
a culture of performance that included jianshiduogong ( 4 4% % 1 ) and danben plays ( £ * % ),
as well as the examination of the standards of the koban ( # 71) , reflecting the “transformation”
of the play in the midst of the banshe ( #T4+) and the rising trend of danjangs ( L % ) after the

play was taken away from the palace festivals.

* PhD Candidate, Department of Chinese Literature, National Chengchi University
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In other words, under the scrutiny of the audience, Hunyuanhe established its own value by

combining entertainment and the essence of martial arts techniques, standing out far beyond the

significance of the festival and becoming wildly popular for a time.

Keywords: Chandauchuxie ( @ ig %4 7% ) , Wudu (T # ) , True and False Play, Beijing school
y 3

of Beijing opera Series
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