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scholar can not go to or live in China for a too long period. A Chinese scholar, 
needless to say, will spend his whole life in China. The musical spirit will be as 
part of his life. Thirdly, there are some mistakes on the general knowledge of 
Chinese music can be found in the research works done by Western scholars. 
Because language understanding might be difficult and information a Western 
scholar get may be incorrect, mistakes sometimes happen. The use of the term of 
"Yue Zhong", for example, has been misunderstood as musical genre study as 
reconsideration of the classification of five categories (folk songs, instrumental 
music, narrative songs, operatic music, and folk dance music. See Steven Jones 
1995: 4-5). Yue means music and Zhong means genres. Yue Zhong used as a 
term contains various meanings. For Prof. Yuan Jing-Fang, it is limited to be 
used only for instrumental ensemble music comparable to the Ge Zhong (folk 
song genres), Qu Zhong (operatic genres),16 but for Prof. Dong Wei-Song it 
means not only the instrumental genres but also genres of narrative songs, 
operas, folk dance, as well as part of folk songs.77 Yuan has also established a 
research theory Yuezhong Xue (Theory of Yuezhong), which is a method of 
analysis used to fmd out the oldest pattern of a piece of ensemble music which 
has been found to play in different areas. 

c. Differences in focus between Western and Chinese musicologists 

There are significant differences between the Chinese and Western 
ethnomusicologists in focus of the research. Western ethnomusicologists are 
more interested in the study of a musical genre, concentrating both on the 
structure and the cultural significance of the music. They tend to study the music 
with emphasis not only on the music itself, following the earlier German school, 
but also on its relation to social life and human behaviour, as propounded by the 
earlier American school.78 The questions asked by Western ethnomusicologists 
can be exemplified as follows: What kind of people are the performers? What 
kind of audiences do they attract? For what occasions do they play? Where does 
their repertory stem from? Is there a hierarchy in the ensemble playing? How 
does one learn to play? Is any of the music preserved in written notation or is it 
a purely oral genre? Are we talking about dead music or is it still performed 
today? Are there any the genre groups or performers left in the areas where the 
genre is popular? More recently, both in European countries and in the United 

76 Yuan Jing-Fang: "The Theory of Yuezhong", The Journal of the Central conservatory of Music, 
No. 1, 1992. 

77 Dong Wei-Song: "Chinese Ethnomusicology and the Problem of Yue Zhong and the Method of 
Classification", published in Essays Collection about National Music, China Arts and Literature 
Press, 1994: 30-47. 
78 Alan Merriam: "The Anthropology of Music", Northwestern University Press, 1964: 3-6. 
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States of America, these two schools have become fused. 
On the other hand, Chinese ethnomusicologists, being more knowledgeable 

about local historical events and more familiar with the musical instruments of 
their own country, are more interested in the deeper aspect of the music as it 
interrelates with their own roots. Questions frequently asked by Chinese 
ethnomusicologists concentrate on the instrument itself and techniques used in 
producing the music, roles played by the various musical instrument and the 
order of importance, the historical events leading to its creation, and structural 
and musical contents in terms of scale, tonality, melody and rhythm.79 

79 The following example will illustrate this problem. 
In the beginning of 1984, when I was a student at the musicology department of the Central 

conservatory of music, a few of us were sent to Liangshan area of Sichuan province to do field work 
as part of our training. This area is a minority area, inhabited by the Yi clan. The location is in the 
mountains and the people were living in a poor economic situation. We stayed in a small inn at the 
county called Ganluo. Each day, we were taken on a tour of the countryside by one of the local 
cultural officer of the county. 

One day, we were informed of a funeral in a village near the place we were staying. The 
funeral was scheduled to take place the next day. This was a good opportunity to understand further 
the music and culture of the clan. The following day, we walked for many hours, and as we 
approached the village, we saw that many people were converging from different directions. 
Coming along our direction, there was a group of more than a hundred people walking in a straight 
line. In front of the line, there was one player playing a wind instrument called Mapu (House 
Steps). The other people were bringing a cow. 

When we arrived at the village entrance, fire crabs and fireworks were set off by the villagers 
before the visitors were allowed to enter the village. The dead body was laid on a bed without 
mattress, covered by a white cloth. Outside the room, there was a very big yard and there were 
many people standing around the yard. Soon after we arrived, some of the people tried to kill the 
cow. I saw a man who used his axe to beat the cow's head, causing it to drop to the ground. 
Another man used a knife to cut cow's neck, until only nape part connected the head and body. 
Blood spurted out from the neck. 

By the time, I assumed the cow was dead, but to my horror, it opened its eyes and tried to 
stand up again. Then the man with the axe beat the cow's head again and again until the animal was 
definitely dead. Following that, a big pot filled with water was placed in the middle of the yard, and 
a fue was lit under it. The cow, which had been cut into pieces, was then put them into the pot. 

After twenty minutes, the meat was taken out. Some cornflower was mixed with hot water in 
a big pan. A special bamboo spoon, called "Ma Shi Zi" in the Yi clan's language, was used for 
eating the meat, which was real tough. According to the Yi people' s tradition, salt should not be 
used in food for funeral; only chilli may be added, whereas in food for a wedding, salt and chilli can 
be used to together. 

During the two weeks of field work, we were warmly invited to visit some of the families and 
villages. I remember a particular night in one of the villages. The leader of the village used a means 
of broadcasting to call villagers who were interested to sing to us to visit us at the place we were 
staying. Surprisingly, more than hundred people came to us to sing and to play music for our 
pleasure, without asking for money. Throughout our stay, they provided us with very good food. 

How is one to understand such people? How can we understand such music, and analysis 
them? At that time, we really didn't know. We mainly focused on the instruments they played and 
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There are three reasons for these differences between Chinese and Western 
ethnomusico 10 gists. 

Firstly, the gap is generated by the character of the music itself. Unlike music 
from primitive societies, Chinese traditional music is highly organised and was 
developed during the evolution of historical processes. Furthermore, the Chinese 
consider music as aesthetic enjoyment rather than a social event. Whilst it is 
close to the people's life, it is not as a must. For example, the Shifan Luogu, a 
type of percussion ensemble locally popular in southeast China, may be played 
during a ceremony, but such music is not critical nor is it essential for the com­
pletion of the ceremony procession. 

Secondly, most Chinese ethnomusicologists are musicians as well. Music 
itself is highly emphasised in their work. To be a musicologist, the Beijing 
Central Conservatory of Music requires that one must fIrst be regarded as a 
musician. Furthermore, the musicology department is located in the Conserva­
tory, and not at the university, and the students' curriculum learns heavily on 
practical music, with little emphasis on humanity aspect of their education. 

Thirdly, China has been isolated for a rather long time. Foreign languages 
have not been emphasised, as could be exemplifled from the scholars who study 
Chinese music. Information from outside world has been severely limited. Music 
as a formal subject was not encouraged, even though the concept was quite 
popular in China. 

The differences between the Westerners and Chinese could be narrowed by 
affording Westerners more materials concerning Chinese music. The more that 
one learns of the material, the closer he or she would be in understanding Chi­
nese music. As for Chinese scholars, exposure to the outside world would 
eventually make them view their study from a different perspective. Unfortu­
nately, the differences is still present significantly wide. 

music they performed themselves. We measured how big each instrument was, and the distance 
between the holes. We noted what methods were used when a instrument was played, and what 
kind of musical structure each song used. I clearly remember visiting one young lady with two of 
my classmates to ask her to sing. She sang a lot but we still ask for more. She said she wanted to go 
outside, to sing some love songs to us but it is not allowed to sing such songs in the presence of 
parents. We went to outside, and she stood one of hillside to sing. Suddenly she stopped, and 
laughing, hid her face in her hands. When we asked why, the officer who was guiding us explained 
she was shying because of the content of the song. We said "don't be shy, we don' t understand the 
content, we just want to listen to the music." That time, the concept of the context of music was only 
limited on the melody, rhythm, and a like. The content of the song was treated to be out of our 
perspective. But the context of music needs be much wider in Western thinking as suggested by 
Marcia Herndon and Norma Mclead that context comprises different several aspects, for instance, 
the physical, social, and linguistic context, the occasion as context, and son. (See Music as Culture, 
Norwood Edition, 1990: 24-49). 
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