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Preface
I

In the iall of 1901, at the Royal Library in Brussels,
Belgium, [ accidentally found a French pamphlet, La
musique clhinoise (Chinese Music), written by the Bel-
gian music critic Ernest Closson. It was mainly about
the Belgian Cathealic missionary, Father Joseph van Qost,
C.I.C.M., and his contributions to the study of Chi-
nese 1nusic in the West. Around 1912, Father van Oost
recorded 32 folk songs from the Ordos Region, using
a proto-phonogi aph recording method involving rolls of
special paper. fielater sent the music rolls to the Phono-
grammic Archives of tie Academy of Sciences in Vienna.

The whole siory sceins beyond imagination. In the
early twentieth century, in the shabby and dusty far
north of China, a crucifix-wearing, black-robed foreign
missionary stood at strect corners, listening to the pau-
pers, taking dictation with his own strange IFrench-based
phonetiz symbols, and making recordings, which he later
named Appel de mendiant (Call of the Beggar).

This led me to a scries of investigations in order to
verify the authenticity of the story. First, I found the
publication of those 32 folk songs in the theological li-
brary at the Catholic University of Louvain (KULeu-
ven). Then, I found the address of the above-mentioned
phonogrammic archives and wrote them inguiring the
whereabouts of Father van Oost’s music rolls. A month
later, they responded that due to time and war damage
only the rells of Soung Leull were left. T had a dupli-
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cale made. Fiually, [ sindied Father van Qost’s mnnsi-
cal ruapnscripts provided by the archives of the Congre-
galion of iz Tmmaculate Heart of Mary (C.LONL) in
Ih‘)lﬂ[':.

11

Joseph van Qost was barn in 1877 1 Kortrijk, West

Ilanders, Belgium. ITis mother was his first music teacher.

Later he studied nnder Mr. van Kerschaever, who was
the lead organist of the Bruges Cathedral and professor
of the Kortrijk Conservatory. Supposedly at the age of
thirteen, he could already play all Bach’s mejor compo-
sitions by hearl, #nd even transpose them to other keys.
At filteen, he started wriling music for worls of various
poels. '

He jeined the Congregation of the Immacnlale Heart
of Mary in 1894, Whilz studying philosophy and theol-
ogy at the [N ULeuven, Le aiso studied with two famons
music mentors, Gevaery end Tinel, Father van Qost
was ordained to Lie pudesthood in 1501, and was sent Lo
China a year lates, Lo the Ordos Region in the souti-
western corner of Tuuer Mongolin,  Along with many
msic agd lleature books, he brought o poctalde har
moniunn, :

Onee in China, Folher vay Cost asked for more mu-
sic and literatnie Looke Lo be sent Gom Burope. Upon
teqaest, he frequently contribuied to the Revies inter-
ndbpanales d'elhnologie el de linguwistique (International




Reviews of Ethnology and Linguistics). Vienna's An-
thropos published issues focussed on his writings such as
" Recueil de chansons mongols { A Collection of Mongolian
Songs), Chansons populaires chinoises de la région sud
des Ortos (Chinese Folk Songs of the Southern Ordos),
and La musique chez les mongols des Urdus (The Music
of the Ordos Mongols).

As a missionary and musician, Father van QOost ap-
proached China from his unique perspective, compar-
ative music and cultural studies. His research was ex-
traordinarily deep and broad. In 1908, the International
Music Association of Vienna, impressed by his work,
sent him equipment to record Chinese folk music.

In 1913, Father van Oost returned to Belgium for
a brief period of recuperation. A year later, he went
back to China. The organ manufacturers of Gunther,
Germany, shipped him a custom-made piano suited to
the Ordos climate and temperature,

In 1929, Father van Qost’s missionary career in China
was cut short because of his poor health. He passed
away in Kortrijk on April 18, 1939 at the age of 62.

The famous Czech poet lan Skacel once said: “Poets
don't invent poems. The poem is somewhere behind.
It’s been there for a long long time. The poet discovers
it only.” In this sense, Father van Qost is indeed a poet.

11

This publication of the translated texts would have
been impossible without the sponsorship of the Cultural



Centre of the China-Furope Institute at the K1
and the help from many friends in both China and Bel-
gium.

I would like to express my deepest gratitude to the
Cultural Centre of the China-Europe Institute at the
KULeuven, Congregation of the Immaculate Heart of
Mary, and the Central Music Conservatory Press in Bei-
jing. A heartfelt thanks goes to all those who generously
assisted and contributed with their time and knowledge
in the research, translation and publication process, cs-
pecially J. Heyndrickx, A. Cornelis, Feng Wenci, Wang
Yuhe, P. Sommerard, Yu Yuzi, Xiao Lin, P. Plets, Zhang
Ruiting, J. Delrue, Gao Yang, M. Ting, S. Vloeberghs,
T.K. Han, S. Lievens, D. Vanysacker, Mao Qing, Qian
Ni. Last but certainly not the least, [ am indebted to my
parents, for their enduring love, patience, and support.

(English translation by M. Ting)

Liu Qi

Leuven, Decemnber 1992
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