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THE “SURNAME OPERA OF NAN’ TUN:

A STUDY IN THE PERSISTENCE AND CHANGE OF SURNAME ORGANIZATIONS

(ABSTRACT)
HU TAT-L1

The “surname opera” of Taichung, held in front of Wan-ho Temple in the Nan T’un
district has a history going back over 150 years. The series of performances span a period
of about two months each year, and have become a distinctive local tradition. In this article,
The author describes and analyzes the legends and other historical material relevant -to the
emergence of the opera, and also attempts an explanation of the pattern of »pefsistence and
change in terms of both'their internal structure and extérnal societal development.

The proximate cause of the initiation of Nan T’un’s “surname opera” in 1824 was an
accidental event. As was customary, the image of Matsu at the Wan-ho Temple attended
the procession of another Matsu in eastern Taichung that year. At the end of the procession,
the sedan chair bearing Matsu’s image became too heavy to enter the Wan-ho Temple. The
inhabitants of Nan T’un prayed to the goddess and promised to present the “surname opera”
and hold the impressive “rite of three offerings” annually form then on.

The oldest settlement of the Chinese pioneeers in the Taichung Valley, Nan T’un early
developed into an militarily and culturally important market town. The “surname opera” appe-
ared during Nan T’un’s “golden age”, taking the form of “Luan T’an” (in northern Chinese
terminology and broque). Like the temples in Lukang Nan T’un’s “surname -opera” is a
survival of the more gloriou past, and continues to provide a common identity to local
residents (Cf. Deglopper, 1974). Nonetheless, this psychological function seems inadequate
as a full explanation of the origin and persistence of the “surname opera”.

A comparison of 10 old and 15 new surname organizations in the Nan T’un area provides
the basis for an argument that such organizations simultaneously contain characteristics of
the three most popular forms of religious organization in rural Taiwan, namely, ancestor-
worshipping clan organizations, territorically defined religious groups, and shen-ming hui
(deity worshipping organizations).

Anthropologists studying rural Chinese society have devoted much attention to the nature
of descent groups. They found that geneologically related corporate groups of agnates are
often centered in a village or in an even smaller settlement. Some of them were aware of

the existence of supra-village “higher-order descent groups.” With regards to Nan T’un’s
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surname organizations, each of them is a higher-order descent group, in which membership is
based ‘'on common surname and voluntary shares. Instead of developing entirely independently
of one another, they allied into a single constellation centering on religious activity at the
Wan-ho Temple. The areal distribution of the members of the constellation is tentatively
called a “surname sphere,” corresponding to the “standard marketing area” (Skinner, ' 1964a,
1969b) to a high degree.

Unlike the “standard marketing area”, however, which is build on convenient purchase
and supply of good, the maintenance and expansion of the “surname sphere” depeonds on the
kin network, father-son succession, shared surnames and rural religious beliefs. As a new stan-

dard market town arises, nearby residents will leave their original standard marketing area. In
the case of surname organizations, however, there is an obligation to succeed the preveious

generation. Thus, Nan T’un’s “surname sphere” includes members from outside “standard
marketing area”, in addition, does not include all members of it.

The functions of the “surname opera” and surname organizations have changed over time.
In the first stage (1825-late Ching dynasty), almosi everyone residing in Nan T’un and its
surrounding area belonged to the “religious sphere” of Nan T’un’s Matsu, as well as the
“surname sphere.” At that time the “surname sphere” of the area was closely in accord
with the “religious sphere.” The “surname opera” and surname organizations had significant

functions in integrating and organizing local groups.
" In the second stage (late Ching dynasty-the restoration of Taiwan to the Chinese govern-

ment), the surname organizations did not expand for internal and external restrictions.
The members of the “surname sphere” were fewer than and included in those of Matsu’s

“religious sphere.” Although their integrating funcitons were reduced, the surname organiza-
tions, endowed with multi-characteristics, managed to survive the great pressure from the
Japanese colonial government.

In the third stage (1945-1960) the old surname organizations gained strength, and the
new ones emerged one after another. The members of the“surname sphere”again corresponded
with those of the “religious sphere.” The surname organizations performed the functions of
uniting old and new immigrants around the Nan T’un district.

In the fourth stage (from 1960 till now) Nan T’un has been transformed from an
agricultural-dominated community into an agricultural-subordinated one. The population
has increased tremendously through immigration, bringing in people of variant origin and
cultural background. These new immigrants, especially the mainlanders do not participate
in the activities of the “surname opera.” This is partly because they do not find the
strong religious coloring of surname organizations attractive. Both old and now surname
organizations are titled “tsung-ch’in hui”. But in contrary to other “tsung-ch’in hui” which
incorporate the mainlanders of common surname into the membership (Cf. Fried, 1966),
Nan T’u n’s surname organizations draw a line between the native inhabitants and mainlanders
as well as some newly immigrated Taiwanese. The main function of surname organizations
in this stage is to cement relations of long-term members, including those who have moved
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to nearby cities. Although the “surname sphere” and the “religious sphere” have not
changed-much in area, the percentage of the local population that participates in the organ-
ization -has declined.

In summary, the persistence of Nan T’un’s “surname opera” and surname organizations
lies in their continuous adaption to a changing social and economic environment.





