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An Interpretation on Chen-Wei in Pre-
Qin and Han Dynasties According to
Musical Temperament

Wei-Jen HUANG

Abstract

This essay unveils the mystery of chen-wei by answering the following
questions from the perspective of musical temperament: How was chen-wei
constructed? Did these authors of chen-wei understand musical temperament or
not? The research shows that the most significant common ground between
musical temperament and chen-wei is analogy, and its basic structure was
completed in Pre-Chin era. While these authors had basic knowledge of musical
temperament, they believed music should be composed in accordance with
heavenly principles and thus should be absolutely sacred. For them, music was
not a form of entertainment and did not appeal to the sensual pleasure of the ears.
Under this concept, tonalities were paired with human affairs and natural
phenomena, and an analogical system was constructed to foretell the political
gains and losses. Its construction was grounded upon a meta-empirical system,
including yin-yang, the five elements, monthly orders, solar terms and the eight
trigrams (or bagua), which was then matched with musical tones. During that era,
people cared more about the symbolic meanings hidden behind the music notes
rather than the music proper. The five tones were used to create a wide range of
different orders. Different from the western music which counts on “the rate of
simple integers,” the Chinese musicians composed harmony in accordance with
the symbolic meanings underlying the musical notes. The result is a lack of
consistency in music intervals. Nevertheless, for the Chinese people in antiquity,
this method observed the human rule and reproduced the heavenly order, and
thus achieves true harmony. The result is a Chinese music aesthetics that is
unique among world cultures.

Keywords: Chinese history of music, musical temperament, three-part
adjustment, chen-wei, Yue-Wei
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[ Zhou dynasty. Anonymous. Shujing [Book of documents]. A photocopy from
Shisan Jing Zhushu, edited by Yuan Ruan (Qing dynasty). In Chinese Music
Historical Materials, vol. 1. Taipei: Ting-Wen, 1975.]
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[ Zhou dynasty. Anonymous. Zhouyi Zhengyi. A photocopy from Shisan Jing
Zhushu, edited by Yuan Ruan (Qing dynasty). Taipei: Yee Wen, 1965.]
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[ Zhou dynasty. Zuo, Qiu-Ming. Zuo Zhuan [The commentary of Zuo]. A photocopy
from Shisan Jing Zhushu, edited by Yuan Ruan (Qing dynasty). In Chinese
Music Historical Materials, vol. 1. Taipei: Ting-Wen, 1975.]
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[ Zhou dynasty. Anonymous. Guoyu [Discourses of the states]. A photocopy in a
reduced format of the Jin Li edition (Ming dynasty). In Sibu Congkan Chubian.
Taipei: Commercial Press, 1965.]
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[ Zhou dynasty. Guan, Zhong. Guanzi. A photocopy in a reduced format of the Song

dynasty edition. In Sibu Congkan Chubian. Taipei: Commercial Press, 1965.]
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[ Qin dynasty. Lii, Bu-Wei. Liishi Chungiu [Master Lii’s spring and autumn annals].

Wanli 24 (1596) edition (Ming dynasty). Taipei: Kwangwen, 1965.]
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[ Han dynasty. Liu, An. Huainanzi. A photocopy from Sibu Beiyao (Shanghai:
Chung Hwa, 1936). In Chinese Music Historical Materials, vol. 1. Taipei: Ting-
Wen, 1975.]
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[ Han dynasty. Si-Ma, Qian. Shiji [Records of the grand historian]. A photocopy of
the Northern Song dynasty Jian edition. In Renshou Ben. Taipei: Cheng Wen,
1971.]
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[ Han dynasty. Dai, Sheng. Liji [Book of rites]. A photocopy from Shisan Jing
Zhushu, edited by Yuan Ruan (Qing dynasty). In Chinese Music Historical
Materials, vol. 1. Taipei: Ting-Wen, 1975.]
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[ Han dynasty. Anonymous. Huangdi Neijing [Inner canon of the Yellow Emperor].
A photocopy in a reduced format of the Northern Song dynasty edition. In Sibu
Congkan Chubian. Taipei: Commercial Press, 1965.]
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[ Han dynasty. Ban, Gu. Bai Hu Tong. A photocopy in a reduced format of the Yuan

dynasty edition. In Sibu Congkan Chubian. Taipei: Commercial Press, 1965.]
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[ Hanshu [Book of Han]. A photocopy of the edition edited by Xian-Qian
Wang. Taipei: Yee Wen, n.d. ]

B B o (SR ) o REUE ¢« bt T =480F 5 A o gk (PEIE g
B - 5 U e 2L CER 0 1975

42



TR ZRIEHAE
DOI: 10.6244/JOMR.201911_(31).01
[ Han dynasty. Zheng, Xuan. Zhouli Zhu [Commentaries on the Rites of Zhou]. A
photocopy from Shisan Jing Zhushu, edited by Yuan Ruan (Qing dynasty). In
Chinese Music Historical Materials, vol. 1. Taipei: Ting-Wen, 1975.]
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