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The story of ‘Mulan’ was made internationally known
thanks to Disney’s 1998 cartoon film:

In ancient China, a girl called Mulan wanted to bring
honour to her family and, when her elderly father was

Disney launched a live-action film version in March 2020.

Mulan is portrayed as a filial daughter who loves her father
and has become a symbol of bravery. She is a famous
Chinese historical female figure.

But to be very honest, we do not know if there really is a ‘Mulan’, there is no
record of such a person in Chinese history.

The original story is from an ancient Chinese poem, ‘The Ode to Mulan’ (K=
18 — mulan ci), dating back to the 6th century. The story was revived and made

popular in the Tang Dynasty between 11th and 12th century. The legend of
Mulan has continued to be popular till today and has been made into many
different films, tv-series and cartoons.

Nowadays many Chinese students learn about the poem and story at school.
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AZF — mulan ci

Chinese with HanYuPinYin
WMEEEE, K = 5 B2 4,
jT j1 fu j1 j1, mulandanghu zht,
A~ BNAF FOE B xWE
bl wén ji zhli shéng , wéiwén nii tan xi,
@ Z AR, [\ k& frfz?
wen nli hé sud st, wén nli hé sud yi ?

Z IRk Fr B, &L Fr 1z,

NG yi wasud st, nlyi wlsudyi,
E®RILEMN T+ X8 &
zud ye jian jun tié , ké han da dian bing ,
EHP+2LE B 5 FF B
jun sha shi er juan , juan juan ydu yé ming ,
I ERIL, KR=ZX K =R

a yé wudaér, mulan wu zhang xiong ,
B A wgL3 MWK EBEFIL
yuan wéishianma, céngci ti yézhéng,
X WX B BEWX EE
dong shi mdi jun ma , xishi maianjian,

BT X %3 JtWm X KO-

nan shi mai peéi téu , béi shi mai chang bian ,

BE#FS R X BB ® #Hik
dan ci yé nidng qu , mu su huang hé bian,
A EFR B KX B

bu wén yé nidng huan nii shéng ,

B B ®= ARK F & k-

dan wén hudang hé lit shui shéng jian jian ,

:The Poem:

The Ode to Mulan

English Interpretation

“Click click” and again “click click”,
Mulan weaves facing the doorway.

No sound of the loom and shuttle,
Only that of the girl sighing.

Ask her of whom she thinks of,
Ask her for whom she longs for?

The girl thinks of no one,
The girl longs for no one.

Seeing the conscription notice last night,
The Khan is calling many troops.

The army’s lists are in twelve scrolls,
Roll upon roll is Father’s name.

Father has no elder son,
Mulan has no big brother.

Willing to buy saddle and horse at the market,
And go to war in Father’s place.

In the east market a fine horse is bought,
In the west market a saddle is bought,

In the south market a bridle is bought,
In the north market a long whip is bought.

Leaving her parents in the morning,
Sleeping by the Yellow River in the evening.

Can’t hear the sound of her parents calling,

Only the sound of the Yellow River’s current going
“swish swish”.


https://baike.baidu.com/item/%E6%9C%A8%E5%85%B0%E8%BE%9E
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B#&H ® 7% BFBAR Wk

dan ci hudng hé qu , mu su héi shan téu ,

A EF R B B

bu wén yé niang huan nii shéng ,

B | & W HAW B MWW
AOE#FA N X W ESEY

wan Ii furdngji, guanshanduruofei,
wR £ ek B KX R BKK-
shuo qi chuan jin chai , han guang zhao tié yi,
¥ O FEBH &% H £+ F Ao
jiang jun bai zhan si, zhuang shi shi nian gut .
Bk XF, XF&£ B =

gurt lai jian tian zi , tian zi zud ming tang .
XM+ % ®H BHE T &
ce xun shi ér zhuan , shang ci bai gian qgidng ,
o 5 [\ P #K,

ké han weén sud yu ,

AX=ZAH @& B BB

mu lan bu yong shang shi lang |

B & W ¥k F+EE

yuan jie mingtué gianli za,

X JL & W Zoe

song ér huan gl xiang .

F IR OB xR W O OMEEKR-
yé nidng wén nli 13i , chid gud xiang fu jiang ,

Pl ah B ok Ok, H RIE O k-

a ziwénmei ldi, danghuli héng zhuang,

Leaving the Yellow River in the morning,
Camping in the Black Mountain in the evening.

Can’t hear the sound of her parents calling,

Only the call of the Yan Mountain horsemen -
“geo geo”.

Ten thousand miles she rode in war,
Crossing passes and mountains as if on a wing.

On the northern air comes the sentry’s gong,
Cold light shines on armours of steel.

Generals die after a hundred battles,
War heroes return after ten years’ time.

They return to see the emperor,
The Emperor sits in the Bright hall.

The merit scrolls list twelve promotions,
And awards to one hundred thousand strong
soldiers.

The Khan asks what one wishes for,

Mulan has no use for an imperial minister post,

But wish to borrow a swift mount with good
endurance,

To send this child back home.

Parents hear that daughter is coming,
They go out the city walls, supporting each other.

Elder sister hears that little sister is coming,
She waits at the doorway with her makeup on.
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N OE R,

xiao di wén zi lai ,

B JE E @ B F

mo dao huo huo xiang zhd yang ,

FR K @, L REE K-
kai wo dong gé mén , zuo wo xi gé chuang ,
BoR & H® F RBN F-
tuo wo zhan shi pdo , zhe wd jiu shi chang,

= B EzE XH®E WKL &'

dang chuang li ydn bin , dui jing tié hua huang,
B0 F kO kR
chd mén kan hud ban , hud ban jié jing huang ,
B 7T+

tdng hang shi ér nian ,

ATHMAREZ 2% BB

bu zhi mu Ian shi nii lang

" ORM W BRR XS

xidng tu jido pt shuo , ci tuyanmili,

R B E

liang tu bang di zéu ,

e
2 1=

T B W R OE MY
an néng bian wo shi xiéng ci ?

End of Poem

Little brother hears that elder sister is coming,

The knife is “honed” and “honed” for a feast of
pig and goat.

| open the door eastside of my bedroom,
| sit on the bed westside of my bedroom.

| take off my wartime robes,
| put on my old times dress.

At the window she arranges her cloud-like hair,
At the mirror a golden flower adorns her
forehead.

Going out to see her comrades,
Comrades are all startled,

Marching together for twelve years,

No one knew Mulan was a girl.

The buck bounces here and there,
Whilst the doe has misty eyes,

But when the two rabbits run side by side,

How can you tell if | am male or female?
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Interesting things to discuss about in The Ode to Mulan

Discuss: What is ‘The Ode to Mulan’?
The poem of Mulan is like a ‘ballad’ - a poem that tells a story.

The poem was first found in an ancient Chinese book called ‘The Musical
Records of Old and New’.

In the poem’s title ‘K=& — mulan ci’, the Chinese word ‘&£ — ci’ literally
translates as ‘to take leave’, so it can be read as ‘Mulan takes leave’ or ‘Mulan
resigns’. The word has the same sound as ‘45 — ci’ meaning ‘lyrics’, which is
sometimes used instead: ‘K =18 — mulan ci’, making it ‘The Lyric of Mulan’.
Could the poem actually be the lyrics to a song?

The poem is mostly made up of five-character phrases, with a few lines
extending to seven or nine. Activity: If Shakespeare’s iambic pentameter verse
sounds like ‘Di-dum Di-dum Di-dum Di-dum Di-dum’, what do you think
Mulan’s five-character phrase rhythm would be like?

It is interesting that some sounds are written into the poem rather than
described. Activity: Can you imagine what these sounds are like?

The clicking of the
loom and shuttle
as Mulan weaves
at the beginning
of the poem.

The sound made by the Yan

Horseman
(What do you think “jiu
jiu”/“geo geo” sound like?

Is it the neighs of horses or
is it the whistling from one

horseman to another?)

The swishing of the
water when Mulan
camps overnight at
the Yellow River after
leaving home.

The honing and
sharpening of the
knife by Mulan’s little
brother for preparing
the food to celebrate
Mulan’s return.

Activity: Some academics suspect the poem is from a folk song. If “The Ode to
Mulan’ was a song, what kind of song do you think is would sound like? Would
it be a folksong, or would it equivalent to the pop-songs or rap-songs we know
now, which are very rhythmic?


https://baike.baidu.com/item/%E6%9C%A8%E5%85%B0%E8%BE%9E
https://baike.baidu.com/item/%E6%9C%A8%E5%85%B0%E8%BE%9E
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Discuss: The poem doesn’t always rhyme?

The poem contains 31 couplets. When spoken in Chinese mandarin, some of
the couplets doesn’t rhyme, but they can rhyme in certain Chinese regional
dialects. Like the English language and regional accents, the Chinese language
and regional dialects had evolved throughout history and some sounds have
changed — very much like the language in Shakespeare’s plays (in 16 Century),
which is very different to the English we use nowadays.

Who wrote ‘The Ode to Mulan’?

We do not know. The author of the poem is anonymous. The book it was found
in — ‘The Musical Records of Old and New’ - has over 5000 pieces dating from
the Han Dynasty to the Tang Dynasty, collected by the Ministry of Music (5 J/F
—yueé fii). The book itself is arranged by Z}/%{& Guémaogian during the mid-
Song dynasty in the 11th Century. Like the Brothers Grim who collected fairy
tales, the Ministry of Music has collected a library of musical pieces from all
around China.

Discuss: When is the story of Mulan set in?

Experts dated the composition of the poem to be in the 6th Century, so we
think Mulan is set in the Northern and Southern Dynasties, which lasted from
year 386 to 589. Activity: Have a look at the next page and compare the
Chinese history timeline to the English history timeline!

At that time, China was divided between the north and the south. The rulers of
the Northern Wei dynasties were from non-Han-Chinese ethnic groups, most
of them from Turkic peoples. This could be where Mulan originated from
because the poem refers to the Emperor/Son of Heaven as ‘Khan’, which is the
title given to rulers amongst the nomadic people of the north.

Interestingly, many adaptations of the
story have Mulan and the army fighting \
against these nomadic invaders, like the
Huns and the Rouran. For example, in
Disney’s version Mulan defends the
Empire from the ‘barbaric Huns (]} —

Xiongnu).

We never find out who is the enemy in the poem, but one thing we are certain:
from the period of Sixteen Kingdoms to the Northern and Southern Dynasties,
China was very divided - imagine the World Wars, with everyone fighting each
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other. It was a time of chaos and unrest, and it is during such a turbulent time
when ‘heroes’ and ‘legends’ are born. And that is what Mulan is — a Legend.

Chinese History

Neolithic

Xia Dynasty

Han Dynasty

Three Kingdoms

Northern & Southern Dynasties
‘Mulan’ poem was composed

Sui Dynasty

Five Dynasties and Ten Kingdoms
Song Dynasty

‘The Musical Records of Old and New’
is collated by GuoMaoQian

Yuan Dynasty

Republic of China |

3000 BC
2800 BC

€.1600 BC
c.1046 BC

256 BC
221-207 BC

1042-1066

1901-1910

1949 1939-1945

European and English History

Ice Age ends. England becomes an island

Farming introduced
New Stone Age
Stonehenge is built
Bronze Age

Julius Caesar 1st invasion on Britain

Britain becomes part of
Roman Empire

Roman army left Britain

Viking Britain

Norman Invasion

Plantagenets

Interregnum/ Restoration
Georgian era
Regency era
Victorian era

WW |
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Discuss: What does Mulan’s name mean?

The term ‘K= — muladn’ is from ‘ZK=7¢ - mulan hud’, which is ‘magnolia’ -
the flower. We never find out if Mulan has a last name, the poem does not tell
us. Recent versions of the story, including Disney, uses the family name ‘¢, —
Hua’ which means ‘flower’. So when you pronounce Mulan’s full name in
Chinese, with the last name in the front, ‘£ AK=- hua mulan’ is a clever and
poetic play on the flower magnolia.

Discuss: How did Mulan manage to pretend to be a man in the army for ten
years?

We don’t know!! The poem strangely misses out the part where Mulan is in
the army and fighting in the war (all that is mentioned is that she fought for
ten years and has been to many places). The good thing is this has allowed
adaptations, like the Disney cartoon and other productions, to add more
dramatic or comedic events to the story. Activity: What do you think
happened?

Discuss: Why did Mulan have to pretend to be a man to join the army?

This is because during ancient China there are certain expectations and stricter
conduct for men and women. For a woman to be a soldier and live with a
group of men who are not related to her family is ‘taboo’. This may seem
strange now, but there were different expectations in the past. For example,
the idea of marriage is very different during the Regency era compare to
modern times. Activity: Do you think there is a difference between being a boy
and a girl now?

Chinese characters might be able to reveal a little about the traditional
attitudes towards boys and girls. Chinese characters derived from pictures and
pictograph. Activity: Look at the examples below, can you guess what words
they are? The pictograph is on the left and Chinese character is on the right.

V4

TA WL (DA
¥4 a8
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Activity: Here are the Chinese characters for Man and Woman.
What do you think their pictograph looked like?

o5

Man Woman
(Nan) (NQ)

The Chinese character of Woman is thought to look like a ‘kneeling figure’. In
ancient China, the idea of being a good girl is to be subservient and respectful.
Her activities are mainly indoors.

The Chinese character of Man is actually made up of two other characters:

tH | .

Field Force

(Tidn) (L)
In ancient China, the idea of being a boy is to be strong and hardworking, and
boys would be expected to work in the fields. His activities are mainly
outdoors.

Discuss: So Mulan went against the traditional expectation of being a girl in
those times and she is hailed as a heroine for it?

Yes, it sounds very hypocritical. The easiest way to explain this is that rules and
traditions are first created to make the world a safe and easy place to live. As
time passes and new ideas are formed, they needed to be changed as well. It
was only in 1918 when women were allowed to vote in the UK. Mulan is very
brave and she proves her ability by surviving the war. But it is also important to
note she didn’t set out to change the rules, she originally joined the army to
save her father and after the war she returned home without telling anyone
her real identity. This is not saying that girls are better than boys or vice versa,
but that we should keep an open mind to what we are all capable of.

Activity: Can you think of any similar characters in English or European history,
stories and folklore?
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The Ballad of Mulan - Creatives

Director, Playwright & Show Operator: Ross Ericson

Ross has been acting since the mid 1990s and has appeared in
productions of Othello, Teechers, Macbeth, A Man for All Seasons, and
The Little Shop of Horrors and, more recently, as Lennie in Of Mice and
Men (Lighthouse, Poole), a Corner man/Bailiff in Sucker Punch (Royal
Court, London), Ben in The Dumb Waiter (The Mill Theatre,
Guildford), Number 4 in Fewer Emergencies (The Print Room, London),
Pembroke/Austria in King John (Union Theatre, London), Ned in
Parlour Song (Cockpit Theatre, London), Jake in 27 Wagons Full of
Cotton (Riverside Studios, London) and The Stage Manager in Our
Town (Apollo Theatre Company, Touring).

Ross is the resident playwright of Grist to the Mill Productions. Among his writing credits are
a stage adaptation of Henry Fielding’s Tom Jones — which has been optioned by LA Theatre
Works in California — Punchline, Life, The Autumn of Han and the critically acclaimed, and
OffWestend Awards nominated, Casualties, which is published by Methuen Drama. His solo-
show The Unknown Soldier sold-out its run at Edfringe 2016 and his most recent play Gratiano
received 4 and 5 star reviews in Edfringe 2017. www.rossericson.co.uk

Costume: Elizabeth Cooke

Elizabeth is a costumer with over five years of experience working on theatre, dance and
acrobatics. With a Ba (Hons) in Costume from the Arts University Bournemouth, her previous
costumes credits include Touched by Remix at the Southbank Centre London, and A Town Is
Bourne at Shelly Theatre, Bournemouth.

http://costumecooke.blogspot.com/

Amour and Weapon construction: Philip Dell
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Actor & Producer: Michelle Yim

Michelle is a British-East-Asian actor and graduated from ALRA.
Theatre: DiaoChan: The Rise of the Courtesan (UK Tour); From Shore to
Shore (Freedom Studios, Leeds); The Autumn of Han (UK Tour); Arrivals
(NI tour); The King and | (Theatre at the Mill); The Translator (play-
reading, Soho theatre) & Writers Pathway Project (play-readings,
Octagon Bolton). She has also appeared in numerous short films and in
small roles on TV (Sherlock & Blue Murder), and works as a voice over
artist in English, Cantonese and Mandarin.

She is also one of the founders of Red Dragonfly Productions, which
strives to bring stories from the East and Far East to a British and European audience. Working
in collaboration with Grist to the Mill Productions, the team has started on a three-year
programme to bring three classic Chinese stories to the British stage. The Autumn of Han
2014-2015 and DiaoChan: The Rise of the Courtesan 2015-2016 have now successfully toured
the UK and the third year saw Monkey and The White Bone Demon grace the British stage in
2019. Red Dragonfly also encourages and nurtures new BEA and BSA playwrights through
their annual new-writing competition Taking Flight Festival.

www.reddragonflyproductions.co.uk

‘Beautifully realised, captivating piece of theatre.’
srurveveve LondonTheatrel on DiaoChan: The Rise of the Courtesan

‘An exquisite little piece of theatre, a respectful bow to the era with
an aura of authenticity and intrigue.’
“rvrveve Everything Theatre on DiaoChan: The Rise of the Courtesan

‘A wonderful experience to explore the culture and traditions of ancient China
through their own mythology, in a manner that will appeal to everyone.’

A A N A

prurwre British Theatre Guide on The Autumn of Han

'l cried twice and lost count of the times | laughed... it
i hits all the right notes’
TAKING “rererir Everything Theatre on Taking Flight New

Writing Festival 2017
FLIGHT

'Fast paced... with much entertainment... Red Dragonfly Productions
has exceeded expectations'
s LiveTheatreUK on Taking Flight New Writing Festival 2017
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Grist to the Mill was founded in 2012 with a specific aim to bring new

w [y
éfi.;'( ) f@f writing to the world’s stages. Resident writer Ross Ericson has had
lr'; q‘ﬁh noted success with his critically acclaimed adaptation of Henry
t«;'- b ?F;_ Fielding's Tom Jones and his play Casualties, which was nominated for
- ) (=3  Best New Play at the OffWestend Awards and published by Methuen.
-q‘—‘;« ﬁ"? Grist also co-produced The Autumn of Han and DiaoChan with Red
2 W Dragonfly. 5 stars The Unknown Soldier sold-out it’s run at Edinburgh

Fringe Festival 2016 and is also published by Methuen Bloomsbury.
www.gristtheatre.co.uk

‘If you don’t ever want to see another WW1 play, then you want to
see *this*. Superb!’

A

LOWU S0 FringeGuru on The Unknown Soldier

‘An unmissable and thought-provoking play that has so much
relevance in today’s society’
LOUC U Edinburgh Festival Mag on The Unknown Soldier

‘An original perspective on a story we think we all know, and offer a
reminiscence that... is poignant and thought-provoking’
st 0 The Independent on The Unknown Soldier

‘It’s not about glory or futility, it's about the loyalty forged between
friends’

L{v0 v The Scotsman on The Unknown Soldier

‘The quality of the adaptation and the wit of the cast ensure that... it
makes for a thoroughly entertaining evening’
L{U¢ YUt The Public Reviews on Tom Jones

Simon Annand ‘Casualties is perfectly executed... and will easily leave you
(The Half) - reeling.”

1] H AN AL A
Contained, but |V Y A DA Stage on Casualties

‘A play of extremely high standard both in writing, direction
and performance.’

A

YA e LiveTheatre.co on Casualties

‘Wonderful piece of work... would have gladly gone back for
more’

JIUTLTUT One Stop Arts on Casualties

‘Be prepared to be harrowed, to be moved to tears and to
fall in love with the characters’

A A

UL Remotegoat on Casualties

Casualties 2013 at Park Theatre, Photo by Simon Annand

OFFIE NOMINATED FOR
Best New Play
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