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An investigation of traditional Chinese sheng-guan music
Abstract

Sheng-guan music (an ensemble instrumentation led by sheng free-reed
mouth-organ and pipes) is widely distributed across northern China, performed
for Daoist and Buddhist rituals as well as folk ceremonial, Tt plays a major role in

traditional Chinese musical culture.

Based on a new understanding of the study of traditional sheng-guan musical
culture in history, this thesis takes regional sheng-guan genres spreading over a
wide area as a cohesive system. Having made the basic definitions, it establishes
the concept of “the sheng-guan musical system”. On the basis of a synthetic
study of historical-cultural research and the theory and practice of temperament
studies of this ancient genre, this is a new exploration and breakthrough in terms
of subject, method, theory, and practice, relating historical and cultural studies to
the theory of temperament, and clarifying its historical lines of evolution. It links
up the theoretical systems and practical experiences of traditional Chinese
temperament buried within the genre’s artistic practices and transmission systems,
offering a new view and iliustration of the practice and viability of the ancient
Chinese theory of the rotating tonic (xuan gong) of the 12 pitches (shi'er lif).

The thesis points out the simplistic principles in the current naming of traditional
musical genres and classification studies, and criticizes the theoretical
deficiencies in the classification of current genres. It offers a new way of thinking
on the strengthening of basic research on traditional music and the improvement
and development of classification theoty. It analyzes the divergences within
present genre classifications, offering the author’s own interpretation.

Major conclusions of the thesis include:
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1) The erigins of traditional sheng-guan music are in the classical music of the
ancient Chinese culture of the central plains; in form it preserves many traces
of the rites and music culture of the Zhou dynasty.

2) The pitch system of the shemg tallies with the range of the human voice,
showing the inner relation between the pitch system of sheng-guan music and
the voice.

3) Judging from the stability of the pitch system of the sheng, the practice of
ancient master musicians (yuegong) was not influenced by the constant
changes in nomenclature of the pitches at court throughout Chinese history.
The musicians responded to the myriad changes by not changing, maintaining
the practice of revolving the tonic of the 12 pitches. References to the
revolving tonic in the 12-pitch system in ancient literature are an objective
fact.

4) The method of modulating by fifths on the sheng (sheng mulii ju zhong ba
wudu diaolii fa) is the empirical result of master musicians’ artistic practice.
Its practicality, servicability, accuracy, flexibility and convenience are
superior to other methods of engendering pitch-series. Since the 17-pipe
sheng is provided with all the 12 pitches of the sheng mulii ju zhong ba wudu
diaolii fa modulation system, master musicians in practice had satisfactorily
solved the problems of the octave circle and the revolving of the tonic.

5) Within the eight gongche pitches of sheng-guan music (ke si yi shang gou chi
gong fan) are implied the two modal series (huangzhong and dalii), the one
pitch two maodes (yizi erlil) and one key two fonics (yidiao ergong) principles
of the 12-pitch system, and under the names of the traditional seven-key
{(gidiao) system is concealed the practical possibility of revolving the tonic of
the 12-pitch system.

6) In modern times the sheng pitch system has been impoverished, and the
practice of revolving the tonic of the 12 pitches is in deciine. The basic
rcason for the incomplete setting-up of instruments, unfamiliarity with



¥ B O £ £ ¥ £ ¥ 2 |s

performing technique and repertory loss is that society has lost the demand
for the practice of the revolving tonic of the 12 pitches.

Based on fieldwork on sheng-gruan music, the thesis contains tables of the
gongche names, pitches and fingerings for di transverse flute, guan oboe and xiao
end-blown flute, and scales of the seven keys for di and guan; a synthetic table of
Iti and gongche pitch-names, keys, and scales for the seven keys in the
huangzhong and dafi modal systems of sheng-guan music; tables of the seven
keys in the Chengshou temple and Xi'an guyue models. It analyzes examples in
hand-copied gongche music volumes of the notating of and simulianeous usage of
different keys, and analyzes recognition of keys and the phenomenon among
master musicians in their reciting the score of substituting pitches. Tt has valuable
lessons for all research on related topics.

Keywords

sheng-guan musical system
classification of musical genres
sheng mouth-organ temperament
practice of the 12 pitches
recognition of mode-key
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