CANTONESE OPERA: WONG FUI and GWAE-YING
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The opera “Wong Fui and Gwae Ying” profoundly demonstrates the traditional Chinese
thinking on the Cardinal Relationships: Cardinal Obligations are not to be shirked. In
this opera, the kindness and obligation due between husband and wife must not be
discarded at will: even though Gwae Ying is a singer courtesan and her social status is
extremely low, because she has remained chaste and true to her husband since marriage
she enjoys the right to demand that her husband also remain true to her.
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Traditional Chinese thought not only values the Cardinal Obligations, but also values
feelings. Gwae Ying nurses the deepest feelings for Wong Fui, and shows him the
utmost kindness. She musters all her efforts, bows down and kneels, all to save him, to
give him a chance to show some compassion, so that he could escape death, even though
then Gwae Ying’s own death would become futile—she is still ready to forgive her
husband and to sacrifice her life to save him. Wong Fui, however, has embarked on a
road of betraying his Cardinal Obligations, a road of avarice for empty riches and honor,
and so of course cannot appreciate the kindness coming from a “lowly person”. To
protect his “fine future”, he turns his heart into stone, and repeatedly tries to evict the
person who has saved his life, who is his wife. It is indeed true that feelings are linked to
the Cardinal Obligations; those who betray their Cardinal Obligations inevitably will also
lack feelings.
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Some people have said that Gwae Ying’s beating the gods is unreasonable, and the fact
that the opera does not have her punished not only encourages disrespect to the divine,
but also encourages taking it out on innocent third parties when one has been wronged.



In rebuttal I say that the Sea God has received an oath sworn in his temple, but does not
administer terms of the oath and mete out retribution to Wong Fui, and thus has been
negligent. For Gwae Ying to make the Sea God answerable is not unreasonable, as in
traditional China ordinary people calling negligent officials to account is considered
acceptable, as long as those ordinary people accept the punishment to themselves that
later follows. Of course Gwae Ying’s disrespect to the divine deserves punishment, but
she has to die to make the Sea God take up his duties, and her dying already constitutes
her punishment. One cannot say that the opera does not have her punished. Also, the Sea
God should have administered the law and retribution to Wong Fui long ago, without
Gwae Ying needing to die first, and so the assault on his temple is fair retribution to the
Sea God. In the end, Heaven’s eye is all encompassing; justice eventually prevails.
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Indeed this opera does vividly bring to life traditional thought with unique Chinese
characteristics.
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