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The Best of Traditional Chinese Music,
Instruments and Musicians

Traditional Chinese music boasts a history of almost 8,000 years. This book
is a complete reflection in that history, with excellent pictures, vivid
descriptions, and vocal recordings. It has collected the representative music,
instruments, music proses, and musicians from all ethnic groups of China. It

presents a profound music culture of the Chinese nation.
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In the new century, cultural exchange and mutual influence among national cultures of the
world can compose to a serene and friendly symphony, and in this grand symphony Chinese
folk music will constitute a brilliant movement. The introduction about Chinese folk music,
musical instruments and these players will bring joy to people everywhere in the world.

Chen Haosu
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The comprehensive gathering of folk music instrumentalists. It is a national treasure and a
source of pride for the people.

Piao Dongsheng
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During more than a decade of studying abroad, | have also been exposed to western music,
but it is Chinese folk music, in the long run, that captures my imagination and wins my heart,
especially Chinese Erhu and Pipa.

Ji Xianlin
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Carry forward the excellent tradition of folk musical culture and make it available for a wider
public throughout the world.
Wu Zugiang
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Five thousand years of resplendent history has given birth to and nurtured innumerable
fantastic offerings for the feast of musical art. With great passion Mr. Cao made it a mission
of his to record cultural heritages of various nationalities with his camera, and presents
before the reader this exquisite alboum of Chinese instrumental music culture. From his
footprints up north and down south, there emitted one after another exuberant notes. More
praiseworthy are his efforts and pursuits at synthesizing various national cultural flavors
and local colors, brimming with the spirit of human-being's everlasting quest for beauty.

Within a limited space, time is crystallized, in which the quintessence of Chinese culture is
displayed.
And this is not only perfection of composition and harmony of color, but also a conveying of
thoughts and ideas.

Gao Fan
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Compiler’s Word

Chinese traditional folk musical instrument is the testimony of long history and glo-
rious culture of the Chinese nation.

Accompanied with the development of cultural industry of PRC. in the past semi-
century, Chinese folk music has got its new life and glory. Executants have created
and performed the enduring movement of the Chinese nation.

The compiler has traced musicians and taken photos for them continuously for
years in Inner Mongolia, Xinjiang, Tibet, and Sichuan, etc. He visited and covered
about thousand of musicians of various nationalities, experts on folklore, and
calligraphers, and recorded a lot of beautiful scenes of blend of man and music.

Lens has no word, but it records history, and it records the superb performance of
artists, and fixes the instant forever.

Musical instrument has no word, but it suffers much in the past long time, and
transfers thinking of musicians generation after generation.

This musical instrument record takes Chinese traditional musical instruments as the
center, accompanied with introduction in both Chinese and English to each
instrument. Current famous calligraphers were invited to write relative classic po-
ems and new poems. The picked representative operculum of each musical
instrument, including court music, religious music, and folk music are made into
discs which are attached on the book, so readers can both read the book and listen
the wonderful music at the same time.

This musical instrument record presents the music of the Chinese nation from 4
aspects: musician, musical instrument, operculum, and music poem. In order to do
it best, the compiler pays all his honesty, braveness, and effort to it. The editor
hopes an excellent success, but knows the reader is the best judge.

This book is written with heart, and will be treasured up with touch.

Cao Su December 12, 2003
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Foreword

The Best of Traditional Chinese Music, Instruments and Musicians (Guo Yue Dian
Cang) catalogues traditional musical instruments and combines them with
photography, performance, calligraphy and sound recordings and presents the
reader with a comprehensive guide to the panorama of traditional music. This is
a work of art executed with imagination and elegance.

Chinese musical instruments making enjoys a history at least 8,000 years long.
Instruments of a wide variety and design have formed a rich and distinctive array
of folk musical accomplishments among cultures of the world. We can extract a
unique Chinese aesthetic philosophy from the ancient classification into eight
types of musical instruments, i.e. Jin (metal), Shi (stone), Si (silk), Zhu (bamboo),
Pao (gourd), Tu (earth), Ge (hide), Mu (wood), and the latest developments in
quality, function and material of folk musical instruments. The musical instrument
is the medium for music and is itself a product of consummate craftsmanship
and technology. The Best of Traditional Chinese Music, Instruments and Musicians
is a record of the material existence of folk music and a tour of aesthetic ecstasy;
in the mean time, we can appreciate the rich cultural messages from the
photographs of instrumentalists during performance and calligraphic works on
musical instruments by calligraphers.

Despite all the difficulties, young photographer, Artist Cao Su took all the trouble
of planning, initiating and administering the compilation of The Best of Traditional
Chinese Music, Instruments and Musicians on his own shoulders. His contributions
to the national culture reconstruction in this new age are solid and we should

follow his example of dedication and down-to-earth approach to work.

Wang Wenzhang
Literary Critic, Director of China Institute of Arts Research

Foreword
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Introduction

This is a book about Chinese musical instruments. To be more specific, it is a collection of photographic
records about musical instruments, instrumental performance and musically-inspired literature and calligraphy.
Through the photographer's lens, the reader can gaze into these “mirrors” and appreciate both the beautiful
appearance and the great cultural significance of traditional Chinese musical instruments.

Musical instruments are one of the great human inventions created, along with their progress into civilization,
to satisfy their instinctual, developmental and spiritual needs. More than one century's archaeological findings
have shown that each of the six great civilizations, i.e. the Rivers Tigris and Euphrates, Egypt, India, China,
Mexico and Peru, has its own musical instruments. Therefore, musical instruments are a product of human
civilization and a symbol of different civilizations.

Human music has always been made and spread in the form of human voice and instrumental performance.
For thousands of years, man and woman's singing and instrumental playing, i.e. vocal music and instrumental
music, have had an interwoven history of development like a pair of twin sisters. The symbiotic relationship
enables them to complement and benefit from each other, finally leading to the formation of a panorama of
immeasurably rich and brilliant musical cultures of various regions and nations. What distinguishes vocal
music from instrumental music is that vocal music only uses language and human voice as its medium and
its “non-material” dimension stands out among other characteristics; whereas instrumental music is produced
on musical instruments, which is “material” as well as “non-material”. And this “material” aspect brings a
brand-new cultural scene to the musical instrument and its playing. Just as the German musicologist C.
Sachs says: “Up till now the musical instrument is the only tangible thing in musical history, which makes
it a significant object of study for musicology.” (Comparative Musicology — Music in Other Cultures,
quoted in Collected Essays on National Musicology, China Federation of Literary and Art Circles Publishing
Co., 1985, translated by Yu Renhao)

These points of Sachs’ like “tangible” and “significant object of study” are very well-made and insightful.
As we can see, materiality is the first and foremost property of the musical instrument and it has been
developing continuously along with the progress in human mode of production. Taking traditional Chinese
instruments as an example: there are Xun (a clay holed wind instrument), clay drum, clay bell, clay percussion
instrument and chime stone in the New Stone Age; bell, large bell (Bo), cymbals (Nao), bronze drum in the
Bronze Age and leather, woodwind, bamboo, string instruments since the agricultural age. They have been
preserved until the present-day either by way of being handed down through generations or as burial articles,
making it possible for us to trace in history the corresponding relations between the physical state of musical
instruments and the general state of contemporary material production, thus “grasping” the line Chinese
music has followed in history. For this reason, some of my musicologist friends call musical instruments
“visible music”. They, “like any other cultural products of a material nature, can be dated.” (Sachs) That is
to say, because of its materiality, ancient musical instruments can survive the passage of several thousand
years intact and furnish us today with certain reliable proof concerning musical history, thus prove infinitely
valuable for historical studies. What's more, those decorations, inscriptions, and calligraphy work, such as
the willow leaf pattern painted on the body of the Neolithic clay drums unearthed in Zhugang, Neixiang in
Henan province; the tiger pattern, fish pattern and dragon pattern inscribed on the stone chimes of Yin
dynasty discovered in the Wuguan Village, Anyang in Henan Province; the fish scale pattern, vortex pattern,
coiled dragon pattern, dragon pattern, bell inscriptions engraved and cast on all the bronze bells, large bells
since the West Zhou Dynasty and inscriptions and signatures on the seven-string zithers since the Tang
Dynasty, etc., not only reflect the superb craftsmanship of ancients times, but also represent the aesthetic
tastes of traditional Chinese culture. The Book of Changes says: “The metaphysical is called Tao. The
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