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There is a long history of traditional musical
culture in China. Serving as the symbol of
the musical culture in each historical period,
Chinese musical instruments offer colorful
varieties: from the melodious vertical flute
(Xiao) and flute (Di), through the quaint
and elegant 7-stringed zither (Qin) and
25-stringed zither (Zheng), to the exciting
gong and drums, resonant Suo Na trumpet
(a woodwind instrument) and more. The
array of Chinese musical instruments derived
from different materials with various tones
and sounds has reflected the aesthetic tastes
endeared in different time periods as well
as by different ethnic groups. They have
demonstrated the wisdom and creativity
of Chinese people, interpreting the unique
qualities encompassed in traditional Chinese
culture.

By collecting a large number of texts and
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graphics, this book introduces the origin and
development of Chinese traditional musical
instruments, describes the categorized shapes,
structures and musical features of traditional
musical instrument, and intersperses many
interesting legends about these musical
instruments. We hope that through this book,
readers can understand Chinese musical
instruments, realize the philosophical ideas
and artistic conception embodied in Chinese

traditional music, and experience various

ethnic traditions throughout China.
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Melody Through Thousands of Years
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Chinese musical instruments have enjoyed a time—honored and
profound history and tradition. Chinese ancestors have left a
multitude of highly distinctive ethnic musical instruments which are
not only performed on traditional dance and music occasions, but
also play a significant part in such events as weddings, funerals,
celebrations, birthday parties, folk activities and festivals. Tracking

the development process of Chinese musical instruments, we seem

to hear the melody drawing from thousands of years ago.
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> The Earliest Musical

Instruments

In its civilization process over several
thousands of years, Chinese people have
created a splendid culture of music.
As physical carriers of music, ancient
Chinese musical instruments have much
earlier records than historical books. In
1987, a number of flutes made out of
the leg bones of raptors were unearthed
among other relics from the Jiahu
Neolithic era ruins in the north part of

Wuyang County, Henan Province of

- HWEE GHAEREA)
Jiahu Bone Flute (Neolithic Period)
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China. The bone flute, which is 20-odd
centimeter long and with small openings
on the surface of its regularly shaped
body, can still play a melody today. These
8,000-year-old bone flutes are not only
the earliest musical instruments found
in China, but also the quite primitive
wind instruments with the highest
manufacturing level existing in the
world. They indicate Chinese ancestors
were the first in the world to enter the
civilization period of primitive music. In
addition to the bone flutes, other ancient
musical instruments from the Neolithic
era include bone whistles discovered in
the Hemudu Cultural ruins in Zhejiang
Province, an ancient ocarina (Xun) from
the Yangshao Cultural ruins unearthed in
Banpo village in Xi'an, Shaanxi Province
and others. All these ancient musical
instruments have demonstrated to world
the wisdom and creativity of Chinese

people.
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Changge Bone Whistle (Neolithic Period)
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Among the findings unearthed from the Peiligang cultural tombs in Shigu ruins, located in Changge County,
Henan Province, there are two bone whistles made of the bones of bird's limbs. They are around 7 to 8
centimeters long with a flat hole in oval shape. According to the researchers' experiment, with the whistle's
both ends blocked, it can deliver sounds when air is blown into the opening. The earliest bone whistie might
be a hunting tool used to attract the animals.
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> Ritual Musical Instruments:

the Period before Qin
Dynasty

In the Shang Dynasty (1600 B.C.-1046
B.C.) and Zhou Dynasty (1046 B.C.-256
B.C.), as productivity progressed, various
musical instruments came out one after
another. However, the practical functions
of musical instruments were far more
than mere entertainment or appreciation.
As an important constituent portion of
the ritualistic and musical system, the
musical instrument was a symbol of
power. In various events of worship,
rituals and palace feasts, musical
instruments were used to show off the
status of the rulers and aristocrats.

In the Western Zhou Dynasty
(1046 B.C.-771 B.C.), there were over
70 musical instruments recorded and
classified, according to the manufacture

materials, into eight categories called
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"eight sounds" (Ba Yin): metal, stone,
clay, leather, silk, wood, gourd, and
bamboo. Among the 70-plus instruments,
the primary tools were the percussion
instruments such as bells and musical
stone (Qing), while string and wind
instruments were also included. When
solemn rituals and grand feasts were
held, the lineup of the instruments used
by the band was spectacular. In the
three rituals of worshiping heaven, earth
and ancestors, the types, shapes and
specifications of the bells, musical stone
or other musical instruments equipped by
the band were all prescribed differently.
The Western Zhou imperial court had

specialists assigned to take charge of the
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Bronze Cymbal with Fretwork (Shang Dynasty, 1600 B.C.-1046 B.C.)

Bronze cymbal is a very old percussion instrument. It looks like two tiles conjoint together. When it is
played, the concave side is facing upward and beaten with a wood hammer. It gives muscular and

expansive sounds with far-reaching effects.
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Bronze Column Bell (Western Zhou
Dynasty, 1046 B.C.-771 B.C.)

Column bell was a percussion instrument made
of bronze in the Western Zhou Dynasty. It
evolved from bronze cymbal. It is named from
the "column" standing on its top surface
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manufacture, storage and maintenance
of the musical instruments, which shows
the great scale of the musical instruments
that the court owned at that time.

In the Spring and Autumn and
Warring States Period (770 B.C.-221
B.C.), musical instrument were often
used as presents in diplomatic activities
between the vassal states. Sometimes, the
lord of a vassal state would bestow the
instrument together with the musician
on the noblemen for their enjoyment.
This period was a significant phase of
Chinese musical instrument development,
a qualitative leap of the instrument was
evidenced in its great variety, delicacy of
the handicraft as well as the completion
in the musical performance. The most
typical musical instruments in the Spring
and Autumn and Warring States Period
were indisputably the massive number
of instruments excavated from the Tomb
of Marquis Yi of Zeng. This tomb dating
back to early Warring States Period was
discovered in Leigudun in Sui County,
Hubei Province in 1978. There are totally
125 pieces of musical instruments in
9 categories unearthed from the tomb,
which constituted the bell and musical
stone band used by the tomb owner to
banquet honored guests before his death.

Some of the instruments unearthed were
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I\ KB (Bian Zhong) unearthed from the Tomb
of Marquis Yi of Zeng is a significant
discovery in the history of Chinese
music, science and technology, and even
in the history of world civilization. The
discovery was even dubbed by some
international scholars as the "8th wonder

of the world".
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Bronze Chun Yu (Warring States Period, 475 B.C.-221 B.C.)

Chun Yu was an ancient military musical instrument used in
combination with drums. Cast in the shape of a tube with a broad top
and a narrow bottom, the Chun Yu is hollow in its lower part, and has a
knob set on the top to hang it up with a rope so as to be knocked by a
hammer for sounds

ARERHNEFEZE

NERXERTEDE LRFNFHRFSEZ, HATEARY. AMNEHE
FRBIEZHIEMRS A€, A, £ B 20 KB HA% Bk, AFE iz
R

‘" BERBAH, AZHEIEGREEHR. ARNEERE, IMNEES, B
HPRFEMR ML KR, K. SFHREERS, TNORARFURETAR. TR
A, FBRERM.

"R IEAHRSR, TERURENAERSERFRNGE, ARREE, B
AL,

&

HPIR-DEH

s1ea ) Jo spuesnoy| ybnoiy) Apojaw



()
—
=

RS

SIUSWINASU| [BISNIA 353UIYD) |euoniped |

‘17 EHRELHRAMEERRSE, TREERME. ROHLEX, BRER
7 ERERRE—NISAE, BT TH AR

‘B RENFEREFANASR, RETENIEH. BHEHTARVEAN RS
Z—o

‘T ENERARLEER, BHANEAR. EHAEAME, ZRFRREENER
; BXMEAHITE, EE. BiAl. £5F. =%, BE. 5%, XIX5HETE
o rRERE TREM.

R RIEARBIRRR, RWAR. B AREF, EREAE. #HTE, BETITE
Reko

‘" RIgEEA, EHRR S, A ARTEORMSMAR, REBLKR. B
KRR ENTEFER K.

P RIETIEBIMMASE, TEAR. HNE, BETRERS.

Eight-sound Classification of Ancient Musical Instruments

Debuting in the Western Zhou Dynasty (1046 B.C.-771 B.C.), the eight-sound classification was
the earliest scientific classification of musical instruments in China's history. People at that time
divided the musical instruments, according to the materials they were made of, into eight different
classifications, namely metal, stone, silk, bamboo, gourd, clay. leather, and wood. Later, the term
"eight sounds" was used as a synonym for all musical instruments.

"Metal" refers to instruments made of metal - mostly a mixture of copper and tin. Although
there was a great variety of metal musical instruments in ancient times, bells were predominant
among them all. Cymbals and gongs were also made of metal. They shared the feature of sonorous
and ringing sound with a crisp but soft tone, which is representative enough for the metal sounds of
Chinese musical instruments.

"Stone" means the instrument made of stone. It usually refers to the musical stone (Qing)
which is made of solid marble or jade. The harder the stone is, the more resounding effects could it
produce.

"Clay" means the ceramic instruments made of clay, such as ocarina (Xun) and clay pot (Fou).
Ocarina is a wind instrument with a very long history and clay pot is a percussion instrument which
looks like a small jar or fire pot.

"Leather" refers to an instrument made of animal skin - mainly drums. The drum is one of the
first musical instruments used by ancient people.



"Silk" refers to the instruments with their strings made of natural silk. Prior to the Shang
Dynasty (1600 B.C.-1046 B.C.) and Zhou Dynasty (1046 B.C.-256 B.C.), there were only two
stringed instruments, 7-stringed zither (Qin) and 50-stringed zither with moveable bridges (Se). After
the Qin Dynasty (221 B.C.-206 B.C.) and the Han Dynasty (206 B.C.- 220 A.D.), more stringed
instruments began to appear, such as 25-stringed zither (Zheng), Chinese harp (Kong Hou), moon-
shaped lute (Ruan Xian), flower-shaped lute (Qin Qin), three strings (San Xian), pear-shaped lute
(Pi Pa) and fiddle (Hu Qin). These are the most representative tools in Chinese traditional musical
instruments.

"Wood" refers to the instruments made of wood. They were percussion instruments such
as the wooden box (Zhu), tiger-shaped instrument (Yu) and clapper (Pai Ban) among others in
the beginning. Later, instruments such as wooden knocker (Mu Yu) and wooden stick (Bang Zi)
appeared.

"Gourd" was originally for gourds, also known as Pao Gua in ancient times. When people used
old and dried-out gourds to make musical instruments, such instruments are gourd instruments. This
category includes reed instruments such as Sheng (free reed mouth organ with finger holds) and Yu
(free reed mouth large organ with finger holes).

"Bamboo" mainly refers to wind instruments made of bamboo, such as vertical flute, flute and
oboe.
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Painted Ceramic Figurine of a Sitting
Female Musician (Sui Dynasty, 581-618)
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Figurine of a 7-stringed Zither Player (Han
Dynasty, 206 B.C.- 220 A.D.)

> Tolerance and Innovation:

From the Qin and Han
Dynasties to the Sui and
Tang Dynasties

In the Qin Dynasty (221 B.C.-206
B.C.) and the Han Dynasty (206 B.C.-
220 A.D.), the imperial court set up
a special music organization called
Yue Fu, whose major function was to
compose music and serve the court
activities. The establishment of music
organization forcefully pushed forward
the development of music and musical
instruments. Various popular music in the
Han Dynasty, including Xiang He songs,
wind and percussion music, suburban
ritual music and songs, musical dance
and acrobatics music, were all promoted

and developed in the musical events held



