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Preface to "The Series of Classic Literature
on Traditional Chinese Music"

By Fang Liping ®

“Traditional Chinese Music”, the quintessence of the Chinese national musical culture, em-
bodies “national music”, “traditional music”, “folk music”, and carries the denotation of
shared “musical noumenon”, including instrumental music, history, theory and musical ar-
chaeology, while incorporating a “profound cultural image of Chinese civilization” and the
“nation”.

It is a rare attempt in the area of pure music culture to combine the distant “Chinese civiliza-
tion” and the image of the “nation” in one concept, which is exactly the idea I intend to convey
to readers when compiling the “Series of Classic Literature” featuring traditional Chinese music
as the “brand symbol”.

It is generally acknowledged that Chinese civilization boasts a long history of 5,000 years,
based on the studies of Huangdi and Yandi (including Chiyou), Yao, Shun and Yu © , as well
as the dynasties of Xia, Shang and Zhou. But from the perspective of musical archaeology, as
supported by the discovery of the “ancient yue” unearthed from Jiahu in Henan Province, the
Chinese civilization can be traced back to over eight or nine thousand years. There is debate
among scholars on the identity of the relic, which Mr. Huang Xiangpeng referred to as the “bone
flute”, whereas Mr. Liu Zhengguo found to be the “yue”. As far as I am concerned, I suggest
we call it “bone yue”, or more commonly known as the “bone flute”, which combines the above
two names. Testing of the sound of the “ancient yue” indicates that it has an advanced tonal-
ity system and marks a milestone in the history of human civilization, which suffices to date
the history of the Chinese civilization back to even earlier years. The most representative of
the archaeological musical instruments, along with ancient pottery and bronze, have shown the
outside world the wonders of the Chinese civilization. For example, the “dual-tone chime bells”
from the pre-Qin period and the “bell and drum band from the Tomb of Zeng Houyi” are known
for their unprecedented advanced and perfect features. Such splendid ancient civilization of tra-
ditional Chinese music, coupled with the ancient civilization of traditional Chinese pottery and
bronze, have jointly promoted the etiquette system, literature and painting in the pre-Qin period.
Many ancient musical instruments, including the yue, played a “leading role” in the classical
Chinese poetry, whereas some unearthed paintings revealed ancient musical scenes in daily life.
There have been four great ancient civilizations, i.e. the Chinese and ancient Indian, Egyptian
and Babylonian civilizations as first proposed by Mr. Liang Qichao in the “Pacific Songs in the
Twentieth Century” published in 1900, which originates from the definition of “birthplaces of
four great civilizations” generally recognized by the academic circles worldwide. ‘By now, the
academic circles world have recognized five birthplaces of ancient civilizations, i.e. ancient
Babylon, Egypt, India, China and Greece (see Five Epochs of Civilization: World History as
Emerging in Five Civilizations by William McGaughey). Be it “four” or “five” ancient civiliza-
tions, so far only the Chinese civilization has survived. Therefore, it is an exciting experience to
compile the “Series of Classic Literature” featuring the theme of the “traditional Chinese music”
as a means to promote the “musical image” of the ancient Chinese civilization with a long his-

(D Scholar, senior editor, chief editor of “the Series of Classic Literatures on Traditional Chinese
Music™.
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tory of around eight or nine thousand years.

The image of “nation” in traditional Chinese music is excellent in that it reflects the common
ambition of ancient sages to manage state affairs, and I do hope that modern people like us and
younger generations can bear in mind every day. The “Four Books and Five Classics” are not
merely “ancient literature”, but also embody the principle of “improving oneself, keeping the
family in harmony, and managing state affairs”, which is essential in realizing the ambition of
the Chinese to strengthen and run a modern China. Only by keeping the “nation” in mind can
Chinese people realize the dream of building a powerful nation that several generations have
strived for. The image of “nation” in traditional Chinese music has inspired a lot of thoughts,
one of which is “the dream of building a powerful nation”. “The dream of building a power-
ful nation” does not only mean to “strengthen” the economy and military, but also means to
“strengthen” our culture. Nowadays, some people have proposed the idea of “building a cultur-
ally powerful nation”. Meanwhile, Chinese “music’ should inevitably be “strengthened”, given
that culture is the most effective vehicle to showcase the soft power or the skilled power of a na-
tion. In this sense, “traditional Chinese music” can mean a cause of building a powerful nation
by taking advantage of China’s ancient musical culture with a history of eight or nine thousand
years. The image of “nation” and the dream of “building a powerful nation” also remind me of
such terms as “Chinese music” and “traditional Chinese music”, which still remain in the cultur-
al circle of overseas Chinese and reflect the deep-rooted, indelible “love” for the “Chinese civili-
zation” and “homeland (nation)”. I have been paying attention to and studying the phenomenon
of “cultural interaction and joint construction”. The concepts of “Chinese music” and “traditional
Chinese music” have been popular overseas, which, in turn, have helped to build a very favor-
able “context” of resonance for “cultural interaction and joint construction™ in the cultural circle
of overseas Chinese. Therefore I often conceive that it would greatly benefit the construction
of “a culturally powerful nation™ to promote “traditional Chinese music” overseas or highlight
the “brilliance” of Chinese civilization by comparing to world music against the background of
“globalization” and “internationalization”.

Based on the above images of “Chinese civilization™ and “nation”, I propose that we high-
light the “grand” feature when compiling the series of classic literatures on the quintessence
of Chinese musical culture characterized by “traditional Chinese music”. The “grand” feature
could refer to “great” nation, “extensive” knowledge and “profound” scholarship, as well as
“great” China and “great” national music. Such themes should be compiled into the Study on
the Origin of Ethnic Music in Yunnan Province which explains the cultural origin from an-
cient to modern times of 25 ethnic minorities in Yunnan, and the Study on Ancient Yue which
explores China’s prehistoric musical instruments and advanced melodies dating back to eight
or nine thousand years. The “grand” feature also means having no fixed framework, not being
restrained, or not following a certain narrow way of thinking, i.e. to think merely of certain
musical instrument when mentioning “national music”, or relate to certain traditional texts
when mentioning “classics”, just as one would only list the Book of Changes, Laozi, the Ana-
lects of Confucius, Standards for Students, and the Three-Word Classics as the “Chinese cul-
ture”. On this point, I completely agree with the idea of a “grand Chinese culture” proposed
by Mr. Ji Xianlin. “Grand Chinese music”, like “grand Chinese culture”, should be viewed by
jumping out of the existing narrow frame of mind.

It is a big project to compile the “Series of Classic Literature on Traditional Chinese Music”,
which requires great “ambition”, “deep feelings™ and “profound vision™ by taking a broad view
at either the big or the small cultural zones on the 9.6 million square kilometers of land. More-
over, one should take an overall view at both the ancient and modern times by collecting the
classic literature in the past dynasties while incorporating the new research achievements in our
era (as long as they have unique insights and breakthrough innovations). The single goal of this
cultural project is to realize the dream of the Chinese people over the past century by means of
“traditional Chinese music, i.e. to stand independently in the world and “rival with the world
music”.
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