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The Cultore of Lord Guan——an Important Legacy of Chinese Moral & Cultural
Tradition Zhang Chengde Cui Yuanhe
The prime idol of late feudal China

The 5, 000 ~ year histary of ancient China was one of multitudes of heroes and talents. Against the seas of stars of lustrous

figures along the progress of ancient Chinese civilization, however, two alone have commanded the honor of uppearing with the
epithet “supreme” ~ - Confucius the Supreme Schofar and Lord Guan the Supreme Warrior. .
Confucius was born in 551 BC and lived 70 years or so. His life s work and thinking metamorphosed inta Confucianism,
which centers on the ideas of “kindness” morally and “rites” in terms of social organization. And it was Confucianism that
underlay the hierarchical social structure of feudal China of 2,000 year's standing. on the ane hand, and on the other hand,
the general moral standards und mental orientation of the people.
Lord Guan was uetually an honorary title bestowed on Guan Yu, or Guan Yun - Chang. Guan was bom in 160 AD and
died in 219. In ussisting Liu Bei as one of his chief lieutenants in establishing the kingdom of Shu ~ - = one of the three .
“Superpowers” of the period, in China he passed & career of fierce strives and valiant expeditions that provokes sad reverence.
Althaugh, as & military man, he had of course not made any score in the history of uncient Chinese idewlogies, the heroic
exploits and legendary adventures throughout his e made him a model of moral perfection, embodying Gidelity, integrity, and
valor, and a national idof of alt walks of the late feudal China from kings. courtiers, and generals down to soldiers, craftsmen,
farmers, and meschants.
“While there ace Confucian lemples in all counties. every village has its lemple of Lord Guan” . The saying gives u true
pictuse: of popular cult of Confucius and Lord Guan in the late feudal China. But records shows that, in the Sang, Yuan, and .
Ming Dynasties, the cult of Lord Guan “the Supreme Warrior” even outdid that of Confucius in piety and popularity, who was
sometimes hailed as “the Unique Sage of All Time” . Tn mid - Qing Dynasty, there were in the capital ulone as many s 116

ere also included. This

temples of Lord Guan the number would amount 1o more than 200 if those in the suburban count
surpassed far and away the number of Confucian Temples the capital contained. Calculated roughly. one Confucian Temple in

each county meant no more than 3000 throughout the countey, and one Temple of Lord Guan in each village would total 300,

000 i. e., HKD times more than Confucian Temples. Little wonder that, even in the Ming Dynasty - ~ = previous o Qing. a
famous writer Wang Shi - zhen cemarked in surprise that “Guao Yu, General and Marquis o Han — shou  ting of un earlier
Dynasty, is worshipped everywhere: and his temples are almast as many as schools und Buddhist pagwdas. ~ And the Qing writer
Zhao Yi also ebserved:  “From south of the Five Ridges. the southernmost end of the land. up to the cold areas north of the
Greal Wall, children and women are all fearful of his power: such prevailing worship of Ford Guan seems bound to contimue with 1
time, " 1

The result of i el and deif of the Song, Yuan,
Ming, and Qing Dynasties

"The change of Cuan’s image from & famous warrior of the State of Shu, who was described as

mmanding respect fram
all the three states for his valor and moral integrity” 10 & hallowed, enshrined idol “whose temples strewee! the Land” was the #*
resull of continual embellishment, enshrinement, and deification in the later part of the feudal period. From the four successive
dynasties Soag, Yuan, Ming, and Qing, all walks of the society from kings and their courtiers down 1o poor laborers, including

erudite scholars, militant greenwood men, storytelling minstrels, actors, and even monks who lived in seclusion, contributed
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Three ~ states characters, A Song author recorded that the audience of such popular art often shed tears at the scene  “Lord
Guan's Execution”. In this choir of deifying Lord Guan, we also hear an royal voice, that of Emperor Zhen Zong of the Song
Dynasty. A believer in Taoism. the king invented a story that he had sent for Ford Guan te come to the Salt Lake in Haizhon
(Lord Guan® s hometown) to combut Ju You and to exorvise other evit spirits. Now lord Guan was ushered in Taoism. Four
times during his short reign of no more than 21 years, Emperor Hui Zong conferred posthumous titles to Lord Guan. He was
made “Duke of Fidelity and Kindness”, “the Pacific Immortal”, “Prince Appeaser”, and “the valiant and righteaus Prince
Appeaser”. With the change of his litles, his status and preslige experienced a rapid rise.

In the Yuan Dynasty, Lord Guan was further embellished, enshrined and deified. He became even more influential.
Owing 1o the flourishing of drama and Ping - bua. or prose minstrelsy, the image of Lord Guan as an embodiment of fidelity,
integrity, and valor was carved all the more vivid and detailed with greater appeal to the audience. Of the 40 - odd plays
dealing with the Threo - states stories in the Yoan Dynasty, 12 hud Lord Guan as their central character. In The Story of the
Period of Three States, publication of the Yuan Dynasty, more than 20 of its 70 plates trested Lord Guan as their central figure.
The rulers of the Yuun Dynasty also Juvished posthurmous titles on Lord Guan as a means of winning the Han people”s hearts und
of their assimilating with Chinese cultare.

Duriog the Ming and Qing dynasties, enshrinement and deification of Lord Guan reached its atmost point. It was in the
novel The Story of the Three States by Luo Guan - Zhong that Lord Guan for the first time appeared us a man of moral per-
fection, a man who was almost a god. Luo Guan - zhong’ s life sirided the Yuan and Ming Dynasties. In writing the novel. he
drew on not only the many Three - states stories that wese already widely spread in the Song and Yuan Dynasties, but also on
imagination and fabrication in the light of his own palitical ideas, moral thinking, and the intellectual climate of the time. From
then on, s the novel gained mare populurity among the people, Lord Guan as an embodiment of fidelity, integrity, and valor
had become known 10 all, men and women, the old and the young, and worship of him came to be a nationally prevailing
institution. A Qing critic Mao Zong — gang remarked that Luo guan - zhong had porteayed Lord Guan us “the No. 1 wonder of
all mititary men throughout history”. Lu Xun also commented that, in The Story of the Three States, Guan Yu alone ceceived «
truly favorable portrayal that this valiant, worthy character seemed to be in the flesh. The emperors of the Ming and Qing
Dynasties competed with one another in confersing itlea to Lord Guan. Emperor Shen Zong of the Ming Dyaasty went so far as
to grant him the title “the Great Emperor Assisting the Providence” . This was the summit of all the secular titles that could
possibly be conferred to him; and it was a unique example: wo others, warriors or scholars, had ever been made “the Great
Emperor” posthumously over the 2, 00 years of the feudal nule in China. During the reign of Emperor Guang Xu in late Qing
Dynasty, the title bestowed on Lord Guan was a long = winded phrase of 24 words, which almost exhausted the lexicat repertoire
of the feudal saciety o show commendation. Compared with what was lavished wpon Lord Guan the Supreme Warrior, thase
titles given to Confuciuy the Supreme Scholur would necessarily uppear tamnished. as if in eclipse.

The inevitable outcome of social evolution in the Song and Yuan Dynasty and thereafter

Tuo was free of change as the heaven was: therefare the feudal hierarchical social strueture and its* corresponding  moral
valties were afso constant. Those were probably the decpest idvas and also the ultimate goal of the orthodos Confucians in
ancient China. However, development and changes that a society undergoes are but litle affected by human wishes. Tran-
quillity contains motion inside; and concordance comprises disvordance. Where s valley is at present might have been a

ounain, in the past and what are molberry fields were probably scas: the warld keeps changing in the course of time. Change




