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Introduction
The Chinese Guqin (goo-cheen), also known as Qin, is a seven-string zither with a very long history in China, spanning a few thousand years.  Its main patrons were the Chinese literati, or wen ren; scholars both inside and outside of government. These scholars would use the Guqin to harness their thoughts and emotions, and also write music about their surroundings.  Over the several thousand years of its existence, it has kept a small but steady interest in the minds of the Chinese, and up to this day still has many players.


Coming to take interest in this musical tradition was a rather gradual process.  Born and raised in San Gabriel, originally a Spanish mission city, I have seen an exponential increase in the population of Chinese immigrants moving into town.  Their cultural patterns differ greatly from those of American or Hispanic traditions, thus creating a cultural challenge between native residents and the incoming population.  However, instead of reinforcing the barrier, I took interest in the differences.  I made many Chinese friends growing up, spending time with their families, and seeing the dynamics of their daily lives.  Seeing it as very different from my upbringing, I was very fascinated, and wanted to learn more.


As I began college, aside from the required courses, I also took Mandarin Chinese Language classes, and classes on Chinese civilization, calligraphy, and later music.  After a summer learning Chinese in Taipei, I joined the Pasadena City College Chinese Music Ensemble, not really knowing anything about the nature of Chinese music 
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or its instruments. Through the ensemble I learned how to read the Chinese tablature notation, learned to play the Erhu (Chinese Fiddle) and Guzheng (21-string zither), and after gaining more understanding of the music, was able to compose and perform a piece for the final concert.  This propelled me into the world of Chinese music, and brought me to tap into other Chinese music groups in the community.  


The first time I came into contact with a Guqin was at a concert a few months later.  A local organization, Spring Thunder Chinese Music Society, was celebrating its twentieth anniversary, and I came to see some musicians I had met through the PCC CME.  One of the performances was by Lui Pui Yuen, who played a piece on the Qin.  The audience stayed very quiet as the soft low tones barely filled the room.  Although much quieter than the other instruments, it demonstrated a very solemn, contemplative air that captured the soul.  Never hearing anything like this before, I found it to be a unique musical tradition that would remain a long term interest.  


Through a few years of casual research, I was surprised to find out that the Guqin was not as integrated into the mainstream Chinese culture as I had assumed.  Modern Chinese society is further removed from its imperial history, due to both the Cultural Revolution under Mao Zedong and the Chinese trend of continually integrating the past with the present, rarely distinguishing older ways of life to preserve for history.  These factors play a unique role in Chinese music, as traditional music takes on new forms, yet retains its core values. Although it has been around for thousands of years, the musical tradition of the Guqin still reflects Chinese philosophy and thought.
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Background


In Ethno-musicological terms, the Guqin would be labeled a chordophone, and more specifically a zither.  It is generally laid either across the lap or on a table. Its seven silk strings are tuned 5-6-1-2-3-5-6, “1” representing “Do”, reflecting the prominence of the pentatonic system in Chinese music.  “The music pitches and their system of [tone] generation were also related to the ideal of cosmological harmony.  It was believed that the symbolic number for earth was ‘two’ and that for heaven was ‘three’.  The harmony between earth and heaven was therefore symbolized by the ratio 2/3, by which the ancient pentatonic scale was derived through a process of a cycle of fifths” (Liang 1985:65).  Although the Chinese also used a seven- and twelve-tone system based on this process, it still reflects the ideal of harmony between a person and their surroundings (i.e., nature).  “Sound as a natural phenomenon was perceived to be central to many natural processes, especially those that involved remote interaction or influence between entities.  Accurate aural perception was of paramount importance in man’s perception of the world around him.… Understanding sound and music was the key to understanding numerous other aspects of man and nature.…For the early Chinese, aesthetics was a field of inquiry into issues bearing on the mind of man and its modes of response to order and pattern in the world outside” (DeWoskin 1982:4-6).

Chinese thought also has a very strong foundation in the symbolism of numbers.  “[The Guqin] measures 3' 6.5" (Chinese feet and inches), to symbolize the 365 days of the year; the upper surface is rounded, representing the sky, the bottom is flat and represents the earth. The five strings of the earliest qins symbolize the five elements: 
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metal, wood, water, fire and earth.  Also, the 13 mother-of-pearl inlays along the outer edge represent the 13 months of the lunar year (“About Guqin” 2005).  Numbers play a large role in the lives of the Chinese people.  The number “8” represents prosperity, the number “4” is a homonym with the word for death, and “9”in Chinese is homonymous with longevity.  These ancient numerical associations still affect the way Chinese purchase goods, consider the address of a prospective home, and even phone numbers.

The Guqin also has very close ties to Chinese philosophy.  “The ‘way of the [Q]in’ puts great emphasis on the refinement of kinesthetic-acoustic sensibilities, feeling as well as hearing the tone as a key to reaching the desired states of consciousness.  The states of consciousness encompass such Taoist ideals as forgetting worldly anxieties, taking a spiritual journey to Utopia, tuning one’s soul to the harmony of the cosmos and finding immortality, and playing with one’s shadow at the threshold of the Milky Way; and such Confucian ideologies as playing [Qin] in order to restrain evil desires and restore righteousness, and to restrain falsehood, thereby nourishing the heart and restoring innate purity” (Liang 1985:208).  Taoist and Confucian ideals are at the foundation of Chinese philosophy and thought, and are reflected in the approach to playing the Guqin.

Lastly, the approach to playing traditional Qin music reflects the focus on communicating a message by aesthetics and feeling rather than by strict adherence to notation.  In Guqin repertoire, the title of the piece is the first priority in understanding the overall mood of the piece.  They’re often programmatic, supplemented with a short preface to give the player an idea of how to approach each note.  In the Western musical 
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tradition, it is given that the indicated meter, rhythms and phrasing are an essential part of the identity of the piece.  However, the Guqin tradition offers more flexibility to its performers, so long as the mood is evoked (Yung 1987:85).  The tablature is considered only a recipe for the piece; it is the responsibility of the performer to capture the mood of the piece and make his or her own creative decisions.  

Interview

Lui Pui Yuen is a teacher of the Guqin.  He was a student of Wu Zonghan, under the Mei-An school of playing.  He is a well-known master of the Pipa, a Chinese lute, and is also the director of the Spring Thunder Chinese Music Ensemble in Rosemead, California, where they regularly hold concerts and Chinese music classes.  

I met him at his home, which happened to be in my hometown of San Gabriel.  Upon entering his house I gave him a small gift to thank him for his time, which is a common custom in Chinese culture.  Also being conscious, I asked him if he’d like me to take off my shoes, but he said it was no problem and offered me a seat in the living room.  

I first presented the thesis of this research to him, and he began with a short history of the instrument.  “Actually, the Qin has been around since at least the first Zhou dynasty (ca. 1045 BCE). It originally had five strings, but a man by the name of Zhou WuWang added the sixth and seventh strings.  By the late Han Dynasty, the construction of the instrument had begun to stabilize.  Although Chinese music is now mostly based on five tones, it was only after the Tang Dynasty that semitones and microtones were no longer explored” (Lui 2010).  It was interesting to see that although the common Western
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 perception of Chinese music is dominated by the pentatonic scale, Chinese music had a period of semi- and micro-tonal expansion.  


He then played a piece for me, titled Jiu Kuang, or Wild Dragon.  As he played, I noticed he didn’t use his small finger (i.e., his “pinkie”) on either hand.  I asked him if it was because the finger isn’t long enough to use.  He replied, “That can be one reason, but in Chinese culture the little finger is an impolite finger.  It is not used for honorable things.  I remember my brother chastising me by shaking his little finger at me [flicks his wrist with the pinkie loosely out of the fist, giving a sense of ‘shame on you’, laughter]” (Lui 2010).  Regardless of whether it was practical or not to employ the little finger, the cultural/philosophical connotations of the use of the little finger factored into the approach to playing the instrument.  


I then asked about the volume of the instrument.  He mentioned the Guqin has retained its shape and construction since the Han dynasty, yet it was still rather quiet and had a minimal resonating body.  He said this was because “[it] is a very personal instrument. You play for yourself, if not sometimes for a close group of people.  A lot of the pieces are focused around dialogues and nature.  Maybe a conversation with a friend has inspired you to write a piece, or you go up to a mountain and play, or practice on a boat in the evening” (Lui 2010).  He played a piece called “Fisherman’s Evening Song”, which incorporated many harmonic stops, which he said represent the water drops (Lui 2010).  This shows that programmatic side of Chinese music as it ties into nature.

Tying the Guqin into the Chinese philosophical pillar of Confucianism, I asked him about how studying the Guqin incorporates those ideals.  “When approaching the 
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Qin to play, one must take a deep breath, clear the mind and quiet the heart.  This allows the emotion and mood of the piece to not be hindered by any outside emotions. If a student hasn’t learned to do this, they will not play the piece well.  This approach can also apply to other parts of life, when emotions can take over your reasoning.  This was very important to scholars and court officials.  In ancient times the scholars were required to show their skill in four areas: ‘Qin Qi Shu Hua’: a musical instrument, Chinese chess, calligraphy, and painting. Having a proper understanding of man within nature was essential to the way of the scholar, and the Qin showed that through sound.  If you noticed, I played the same note in many different ways [shows various techniques of open, closed, harmonic, and sliding notes].  Each one says something different.  It teaches you to listen very closely, and pay close attention to detail” (Lui 2010).  To demonstrate your understanding in the approach of Qin playing, one would show discipline and moral standing, thus placing themselves in the upper echelon of Chinese society.  


Seeing that the Guqin was a symbol of the literati and Chinese scholasticism, it by nature has a select audience, thus remains outside the mainstream of the Chinese people.  I asked Mr. Lui if he could see the Guqin becoming a widespread tool in instilling discipline and wisdom, perhaps integrating it into schools in China.  “People are starting to study the older music, but it might take some time before the Qin gains as much interest.  As for children, I have a young boy who’s taking lessons from me, and he’s getting quite good, so I think it is quite possible” (Lui 2010).  Especially as academic ambition continues to grow in China, there may be a movement toward incorporating 
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older traditions such as the Guqin into a continually refining perspective on education and learning.

Conclusion


The Chinese Guqin has had thousands of years of tradition, yet it is still pursued by a small percentage of the Chinese people.  In spite of this social gap, the ideals and values on which the Guqin is founded, along with Chinese philosophy and thought, remain identical.  The Taoist ideal of cosmological harmony and oneness with nature, cultural connotations of numbers, and Confucian values of self-discipline and order each have deep roots in the construction and approach to playing the Qin.  Although the people of China are becoming power players in globalization, history shows cultures will expand and contract from global to national perspectives.  Once globalization reaches its peak and China yearns for a strong national identity again, that is where the Guqin will thrive.
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