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F ollowing the increasing academic exchanges between mainland China

and the outside world in recent years, the state of mainland Chinese
research into Chinese music has become better known than ever among
academic communities outside China. However, for a full understanding of
the mainland Chinese situation, more work needs to be done. In this paper I
review the current state of mainland Chinese research into Chinese music.
Emphasising research approaches and methodology, I seek to summarise
the merits and shortcomings evident in such study in mainland China. It
should be noted that, as a short conference paper this brief review is by no
means thorough and comprehensive. My hope is that this review will
nevertheless provide new insights into the current state of mainland
Chinese research into Chinese music.

Chinese music research in mainland China can be viewed from three
aspects: fields of research, developments in these fields, and methodology
applied in these fields. My discussion will be mainly focused on the third of
these aspects.

Since the early 1950s, research into Chinese music in mainland China
appears to be mainly concentrated on the following fields: history and
archaeology of music, esthetics and philosophy of music, instruments and
instrumental music, folk song, xigu & #fi(known in the West as “Chinese
opera”), quyi fi# (known in the West as “narrative singing” or “story
singing”), dance music, religious music, influence and exchange between
Chinese and foreign musics, and the study of research methodology.
Examining the developments in these fields of research, one can see that
much depends on the prevailing political environment in China. In this
sense we can roughly divide the development of Chinese music research in
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mainland China during the last half century into two periods: the pre-
Cultural Revolution era and the post-Cultural Revolution era. During the
period of Z{t- k&4 (“Great Cultural Revolution”, 1966-76) itself and the
few chaotic years immediately after it, music research in the People’s
Republic of China was virtually non-existent, at least in the form of
publication. During the pre-Cultural Revolution era, that is the period from
1950 to the middle of 1966, historical research remained the strongest in the
general field of Chinese music research. This may be partly due to the fact
that before the establishment of the Communist regime Chinese music
research in China was already relatively concentrated on the field of history.
At the same time, research in most of the other above-mentioned fields was
gradually established and/or developed, although research in a few fields,
such as religious music, or mutual influence and exchange between Chinese
and foreign musics, remained relatively weak. During the post-Cultural
Revolution era, that is the period from the early 1980s to the present,
research in all the above-mentioned fields has not only resumed but also
expanded significantly in both breadth and depth; and some new fields of
research have also been explored to varying degrees. As regards
methodology or research approaches, current study of Chinese music in
mainland China can be broadly divided into five categories: (1) yinyue
xingtaixue ‘EZFHEE or “morphology of music”; (2) sociocultural or
anthropological studies of music; (3) historical and archaeological study of
music; (4) comparative and/or intercultural studies; and (5) study of
methodology. I shall now discuss each of these in turn.

Yinyue Xingtaixue 355585 or Morphology of Music

This is a purely or primarily musical approach with little or no reference
to sociocultural elements. In this approach, music is not studied as cultural
or social phenomenon but is studied purely or primarily in technical terms.
In mainland China such study appears to include study of liif# or
temperamentology &%, scale, mode, form, style, melodic structure,
harmonic structure and texture, mechanical relationship between song-text
and its melody, tune family, regional traits of music (which some Chinese
researchers refer to as 1 ; 5% or “regional colour”), classification of music,
and mechanical influence or interaction in these aspects between musics
from different regions and between different musical genres. Even during
the pre-Cultural Revolution era studies in this field of “music morphology”
had achieved a great deal, with a considerable number of research papers
published and various theories established. During the post-Cultural
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Revolution era, studies in this field have developed further, but have
basically followed the same tracks established previously. A few types of
work and achievements in this field are worth mentioning here.

Music scholars in mainland China have made great efforts in trying to
establish Chinese music theory systems in this particular field. In this
regard, the most successful achievement is probably in the study of
temperamentology, the study of li. Taking advantage of the systematic
theories already established and the rich resources provided by various
scholars during a two-thousand-year period of Chinese history, modern
and contemporary Chinese researchers have sorted out theoretical systems
of temperamentology which match the practice of Chinese traditional
music. Outstanding contemporary scholars in this field include Huang
Xiangpeng & #M, Miao Tianrui #£X3#; and Zhao Songguang # %,
successors to the pioneer researcher Wang Guanggqi £ i

In the belief that Western theories for musical analysis and composition
are not suitable for Chinese music, many mainland Chinese scholars since
the 1950s have being trying to establish a Chinese theoretical system in this
field, dealing with musical mode, form, counterpoint, harmony, texture,
orchestration, and so on. However, despite their best intentions, most such
attempts so far have virtually followed the approach or principle of Western
classical music theory, though they have invented or adopted Chinese terms
for such “Chinese” theories. Some examples can be found in Du Yaxiong's
(#15EHE) recent work Basic Theory of Chinese Ethnic Music (W B RIREALEE).
This work is also misleading in presuming that theories established from
the musical practice of the Chinese Han people ##% can also be considered
applicable to musics of all other ethnic groups in China (1995). Such a
presumption provides a good example of colonialist thought, and it is
indeed not uncommon in the study of Chinese music.

Another example is that for five decades some scholars have been trying
hard to establish a theoretical system of “Chinese harmony”. Among them,
Li Yinghai's (38 %i#) work (1959) is probably the most influential in China.
However, on examining such theories, it is clear that their principle rests on
a foundation of Western classical theory of harmony. At the same time, Zhao
Songguang#i %yt has also established his theory of Chinese mode system
and harmony, which he claims is based on traditional Chinese
temperamentology. Nevertheless, his published monograph on the theory
of Chinese mode system was only issued in a small print run (1964), and his
theory of Chinese harmony (taught in the Department of Composition at
the Central Conservatory of Music in Beijing in the early 1980s) appears to
be too complicated and difficult even for most Chinese composers to
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comprehend; so his theories have never gained popularity. In addition,
admit it or not, virtually all the attempts of establishing a Chinese harmony
system share one underlying idea, namely a belief that classical Western
style harmony is a mark of a healthily and soundly developed music
system. With such an underlying idea, one may feel unwilling or ashamed
to admit that in China that kind of harmony never developed in mainstream
traditional music, and might therefore try hard to establish one for it.

Besides the above-mentioned theory of temperamentology, two more
examples of successful attempts in the theoretical field are worth
mentioning.

In the 1960s Yu Huiyong Tk presented a theoretical system for
traditional Han Chinese music, dealing with mode, melodic structure,
musical form and style. It is summarised and abstracted from existing
traditional and folk music theories and practices. Unfortunately, for political
reasons this work has never been published. But his theory was taught
intensively for several years at the Shanghai Conservatory of Music, and his
detailed lecture notes have been circulated among relevant scholars in
mainland China. Thus, his influence should not be underestimated.

In the early 1980s, Shen Qia it proposed a theory on the physical
structure of the Chinese musical note and melody, a structure he terms
yingiang & (1982 and 1983). The theory proposes that there is a
fundamental difference between the structures of Chinese and Western
musical notes and melodies. The former resembles a continuous curve,
while the latter has a step-like form. This theory is now widely known
among Chinese music scholars; unfortunately, however, no successful
follow-up work has been done on the basis of this theory.

Up to the late 1980s, the purely musical study, yinyue xingtaixue %758
£, had remained the strongest discipline in the field of music study in
mainland China. At the same time, however, within this discipline the study
and its approach have gradually broadened to certain extent. For example,
from examining music itself, the study has been extended to examining
musical instruments, ensembles, performances, and in some cases even
performers. Outstanding works include publications by Gao Houyong &/E
% (e.g. 1981) and Li Yuanqing Zc& (e.g. 1983) on Chinese musical
instruments and instrumental music. Nevertheless, I do not consider such
works to be study following a sociocultural or contemporary
anthropological approach. They are better classified as yinyue xingtaixue in a
broader sense. Compared with a sound sociocultural method, this
“broadened xingtaixue” approach has at least two outstanding
shortcomings. (1) Even if dealing with performances and performers, the
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study in question is still limited to the physical structures and forms; areas
being examined include only or mainly mechanical or technical elements,
but not a wide range of sociocultural aspects. (2) In some cases such a study
may touch upon certain sociocultural aspects of a musical phenomenon;
however, the investigation and report always appear to be politically
selective. Only certain elements are selected for examination for the sake of
producing theories or conclusions which can keep in line with Chinese style
communist ideology or Mao Zedong FiE# thought.

As I discussed in a previous article published in Ethnomusicology (1994),
the above-mentioned purely musical approach in mainland China is to a
great extent a result of political interference in academic studies. Under the
existing political pressure most Chinese music scholars keep away from
politically sensitive issues. They tend to avoid risky areas and escape to
safer ground. In the post-Cultural Revolution era, this purely musical
approach has received some criticism even in mainland China itself. Since
the early 1980s, contemporary Western anthropological or sociocultural
methods have been increasingly adopted in mainland China for the study of
Chinese music, and Chinese researchers have also developed their own
theories and methods in this regard. These are reported in the following
section.

Contemporary Anthropological or Sociocultural Studies of Music.

Although inadequate, elements of the sociological or anthropological
approach already existed in mainland China’s study of Chinese music even
during the pre-Cultural Revolution era. Indeed, the Chinese Communist
Party has always encouraged researchers to pay attention to the social
background against which music is fostered. As mentioned above, however,
to serve the political needs of the Party, only certain elements are selected
for examination. Such a purpose has been clearly specified in the Party’s
policies toward the arts and education, including music studies. Within
such a political environment, sociocultural methods for music studies
during the pre-Cultural Revolution era were understandably very
underdeveloped in mainland China.

Since the early 1980s, however, the situation has changed remarkably.
During the mid 1980s the government tried to establish a politically relaxed
social environment, involving more freedom in academic thinking. Around
that time the government also started to implement the “open door” policy
in the economy. Under such policies, although the government has still been
reluctant to let Western sociocultural influence enter mainland China, many
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contemporary Western theories and ideas in relevant fields have inevitably
influenced academic studies there. On the other hand, after experiencing the
disastrous Cultural Revolution there came a strong wave of “rethinking”
about what was wrong with the country, its people, society, politics, culture
and tradition, to have fostered such a disaster. In the field of Chinese music
studies, these developments have resulted in application and exploration of
contemporary sociocultural approaches, more open-mindedness, a broader
range of view-points, and freer thought. Today this trend is still current and
developing. Generally speaking, relevant works during the last two decades
can be broadly divided into two categories: (1) studying music as cultural
and social phenomenon, that is, studying it as folklore and culture rather
than as music; and (2) studying the relationship between music and its
sociocultural background, and trying to find sociocultural explanations for
the form of music. I now mention a few examples of outstanding works in
this regard.

In his study of the formation and continuation of Chinese monophonic
music, Dai Jiafang 8iF## first acknowledges that the nature of mainstream
Chinese traditional music is always monophonic but not harmonic. He then
examines in depth Chinese traditional society and culture. From the
structure of Chinese traditional society and the psychological patterns
reflected in Chinese traditional culture, he has found an explanation for the
formation of the concept of traditional Chinese music, and then further
explained that such a concept inevitably leads to the formation and
continuation of the monophonic nature and form of Chinese traditional
music (1991a).

Yang Minkang's (# &) monograph on Chinese folksong and traditional
society is another good example of studying Chinese music from a
sociocultural approach. In that work he examines the relationship between
China’s musics and traditional societies and cultures, including both the
history and contemporary situations of the Han Chinese and many ethnic
groups in China (1992).

Many other examples can be given, such as Wu Guodong’s ({LBi##)
attempt at establishing a theoretical system for studying Chinese music
from a multi-angled approach, including social environment, social function
of music, folklore, literature, tradition, communication, notation,
psychology, and so on (1989); Qiao Jianzhong's (F#H) attempt to explain
the formation of varied forms and tune families of folksong, by examining
relevant society, economy, culture, geographical conditions and
environment, etc. (1993); and Zhou Xianbao’s (J§B4%) most recent and
significant study of the tunes of Qingyang #FB#E, in which a very wide
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range of relevant sociocultural aspects are examined to explain the origin,
historical development and transmission of these tunes (1997a, 1997b, 1998).

In addition, in recent years my own works published in mainland China
also represent the sociocultural or anthropological study of Chinese music.
In these works some previously ignored marginal phenomena in China’s
musical cultures, such as music and sexual customs, have been brought to
academic attention, and some narrow-minded and out-of-date Chinese style
Marxist theories and view-points have been critically challenged (1993,
1997a, 1997b, 1998). In mainland China the shortcomings of such theories
have never been discussed otherwise.

Historical and Archaeological Study of Music

The historical and archaeological study of Chinese music is quite
advanced in mainland China, and was so even during the pre-Cultural
Revolution era. There are at least two reasons for such a development: (1) -
The study of “dinosaurs” is comparatively irrelevant to current politics and
thus is an area with less political risk and subject to less interference by
politics and the conservative communist ideology and approach; and (2) In
mainland China both material and written resources in this field are
enormously rich, including remarkably abundant archaeological
discoveries.

Methods or approaches in this field can be roughly divided into several
categories as follows:

1. Old style study of ancient texts, such as obtaining and summarising
historical information through interpreting and explaining texts found
among ancient writings. In China this is a common approach followed in
the field of historical study, though not the dominant one.

2. More comprehensive study combining the above-mentioned method
with examination of relevant situations during the historical period(s) in
question, involving aspects of the society, literature, philosophy, and
esthetics, mainly by using information found in available written and
material historical sources, including archaeological findings. This method
represents a major approach in the historical study of Chinese music in
mainland China. Works more or less following this approach already
existed during the pre-Cultural Revolution era. For example: Yang Yinliu’s
(#1&#®) well known monograph on the history of Chinese music (1981);
Cheng Yun's (f2%) in-depth discussion of the causes of the rise and decline
of music during the Han and Tang dynasties (1988); and the considerable
number of research papers on Chinese traditional esthetics and philosophies
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of music, involving study of the three major schools in history: the
Confucian, Taoist and Moist schools. During the post-Cultural Revolution
era, this method of study has developed further. Many works appear to
represent research into one particular subject, but have actually examined a
range of relevant objects. Examples can be found in Dai Jiafang’s (#345)
study of music esthetics in the traditions of the masses in the general society
(1991b), and Xiu Hailin’s ({&i&#k) study of music esthetics in the traditions
of intellectuals and the court (e.g. 1989).

3. The above-mentioned xingtaixue 484 approach in the historical study
of Chinese music is still a popular one, particularly in the study of lii or
temperamentology, and in the study of ancient notations and musical
instruments. Representative examples can be found among works by Ye
Dong M5 (e.g. 1982) and Xi Zhenguan Z# & (e.g. 1992).

4. Since the early 1980s more methods have been applied in historical
studies. For example, comparative studies found in Niu Longfei’s (4-#E3E)
work on the music history in regions along the Silk Road (1985); Tao
Yabing's (PEES%) recent work on the history of musical exchange between
China and the Western world has gone further in comparative study; it can
be considered an intercultural study (1994). To a certain extent, the
monograph by Xiu Hailin 1£##k and Jin Xuedong §7# ¥ dealing with
female prostitute musicians in ancient times can be considered a work of
gender studies (1993, on pseudonym Xiu Jun {§# and Jian Jin 284).

5. During the post-Cultural Revolution era, scholars have started to search
for new methods for the historical study of Chinese music. For example,
Feng Wenci {%3C# has proposed a method which he terms “reverse
examination and cross comparison”(1986). From the known factors in later
historical period or modern times, one can trace back or infer traces in
ancient times; this can be combined with examination of factors
contemporary to the historical period in question. Related to such
methodological thoughts and the above-mentioned “rethinking” of Chinese
society and culture, some scholars also try to find causes in the history for
some particular musical phenomena in modern times.

6. A significant development during the post-Cultural Revolution era is
the study of the music history of China’s minority peoples. Yuan Bingchang
H A E takes the lead in this development. His work has been changing the
previously misleading interpretation of the “history of Chinese music”
which is in fact just the history of the music of Han Chinese (e.g. 1998).
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Comparative and/or Intercultural Studies

During the post-Cultural Revolution era particularly, comparative and/or
intercultural approaches have been followed not only in the study of
Chinese music history as mentioned above, but indeed in other studies,
including form, performance, sociocultural function, and so on. Qiao
Jianzhong's (&# ) study of wind-and-percussion instruments and
ensembles from different regions (1994) is an example.

Study of Methodology for Music Research

Since the early 1980s, Chinese music scholars in mainland China have
started to absorb ideas from the West, as well as actively searching for new
research methods of their own. Many concepts of Western ethnomusicology
have been introduced and discussed in mainland China, such as the concept
of “ethnomusicology”, “emic/etic” issues, and so on. There are also some
works discussing research methods or attempting to establish new schools
or fields of research. Examples include Wu Guodong’s (fLEj#%) monograph
(RIEE LMY (Introduction to Ethnomusicology) (1997) and Zeng Suijin’s
(&%4) monograph (ZF &8 RY (Introduction to Music Sociology)
(1998). All of these have greatly enhanced the development of Chinese
music research in China. Nevertheless, some shortcomings in this regard are
also worth noting. Generally speaking, owing to factors such as political
interference, the language barrier and financial difficulties, academic
exchange between mainland China and the outside world is still limited.
The introduction of Western ideas and methods into mainland China is
often insufficient and usually only happens several years after such
methods have been discussed and applied in the West. In addition, some
“new” methods developed in China itself are actually not new in the West.
If exchanges between China and the outside world had been sufficient and
timely, Chinese scholars could have saved time and energy in repeating
work already done by their overseas colleagues.

As mentioned at the beginning of this paper, in recent years better
understanding and exchange have been established between the mainland
Chinese and the overseas scholarly communities, but for a full and mutual
understanding more work needs to be done. I hope this short presentation
will make a contribution by providing the above new insights into the
current state and methodology of Chinese music research in mainland
China.
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