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Poetry speaks of ideas,
Singing prolongs the sounds of speech;

The sounds of singing follow prolonged speech sounds;
Musical pitches temper the sounds of singing.

(E#) The Book of History
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PREFACE

The idea of putting together a collection of theoretical writings
on Kun Qu first occurred to us in May 2001, when the United Nations
Education, Science and Culture Organization (UNESCO) declared
this ancient Chinese opera genre one of nineteen “masterpieces of oral
and intangible heritage of humanity”. We were aware that original
theoretical writings on Kun Qu, written in classical Chinese, were not
easy reading even for native Chinese speakers. We were also aware
that, while the texts of many Chinese dramatic works have been
translated into other languages, English translations of theoretical
writings on Kun Qu were relatively scarce. And so a unique idea
was born. We would compile a selection of theoretical writings on
Kun Qu singing written in the Ming and Qing dynasties, with our
annotations, and present two translations side by side with it: a modern
Chinese translation and an English translation, the latter also with
our annotations. These texts, published bilingually and accompanied
by introductions, a bibliography and a glossary of special terms,
would provide Chinese and English readers with useful reference for
understanding the historical development and artistic qualities of Kun
Qu.

We were fortunate to receive help from the University of Hong
Kong. The Department of Chinese (now the School of Chinese) was
quick to realize the importance of the task we proposed, and readily
took us under its shelter. Two research grants administered by the
University, the Louis Cha Research Fund and the Hsu Long Sing
Research Fund, gave our project ample material support. We also had
the benefit of the Hong Kong University Library’s rich collection on
Chinese drama. For questions on music, singing and language, we
received valuable advice and encouragement from leading authorities
and scholars throughout the course of our work. When the texts were
finally ready, the Lee Hysan Foundation generously supported their
publication by the Oxford University Press.

The four texts presented here — Wei Liang-fu’s Rules Of Singing
Qu, Wang li-de’s Rules Of Qu From Bronze Mirror Studio, Shen
Chong-sui’s Handbook For Qu-Singing and Xu Da-chun’s The
Tradition Of Sung Poetry — represent some of the finest discussions
on Chinese vocal music within a millennium-old tradition. When
editing these difficult classical Chinese texts, we have followed



two basic criteria — accuracy and clarity. We checked old editions
against modern editions to arrive at the most logical interpretations,
and introduced more angles in the annotations by using ancient
and modern references. In the modern Chinese translation we have
adopted straightforward syntax and modern vocabulary but retained
the original technical terms. In the English translation we have used
transliterations for certain terms which have unique and untranslatable
meaning, such as “qu”, “zi”, “giang” and “pai”, but we have also
adopted a considerable number of western musical terms for
showing concepts in Chinese music, for example “keys”, “modes”
and “pitch”. The International Phonetic Alphabet (IPA) is used for
showing the pronunciation of Chinese words in Qu-singing, while
Hanyu Pinyin is used for showing Chinese words in all other contexts.
Needless to say, Chinese language, Chinese poetry and Chinese music
are described by many special terms and expressions, and while
searching for translations among English texts on similar subjects
has sometimes proved useful we eventually conclude that, for certain
terms, the most direct and least distorting translations are those that
we have coined ourselves. Again, we have discovered that some terms
with particular meaning must be translated differently in different
contexts. We have also paid great attention to style: quotations from
the ancient classics are translated in a more elegant tone, and idiomatic
expressions are translated in a more colloquial tone.

It is our sincere hope that this collection of theoretical writings on
Kun Qu singing will serve not only scholars but also learners searching
for methods to improve their singing skills and artistic understanding.

Koo Siu Sun and Diana Yue
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