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Chinese music is a broad topic that includes a wide variety of methodological
premises, which music historians, ethnomusicologists, music theorists, and
systematic musicologists can use for fruitful exploration. In her book Music,
Cosmology, and the Politics of Harmony in Early China (MCPH, hereafter),
Erica Fox Brindley, who is an intellectual and cultural historian of early China,
undertakes an historical approach and works out the role of musical sound in the
social, natural, and religious order. She explores “the role of music, and even
sound itself, as both an agent and indicator of moral, orderly, and cosmically
balanced rule” (42). Based on early imperial texts Brindley points out that
already during the Warring States period (481-221BC) sound (sheng 7) is
clearly a component of the cosmos and later, during the Han Dynasty
(202BC-220AD), possesses special cosmic efficacy (69). The concept of sheng
plays an important role in her explanations of the cosmological and political
aspects of music.
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Erica Fox Brindley is Associate Professor and Director of Graduate Studies in
Asian Studies at The Pennsylvania State University. Her main interests include
the philosophical and religious texts, cultural norms, and political cultures that
were born and flourished from S00BC to 200AD. All these interests appear in her
new book. Its main content derives from an analysis of classical interpretations
of and reflections on music, using both received and newly excavated texts. The
book MCPH is composed of two parts (“Music and the State” and “Music and
the Individual Body”) and six chapters (three chapters for each part), plus
prologue, introduction and conclusion. It is a valuable and convenient resource
through its bibliography and its translations. The rich content of the book goes
beyond the scope of a short review, and so I will discuss just a few basic points.
The reader will surely gratefully acknowledge the fact that MCPH shows a
convincing clear structure. Especially through her explanations of the unifying,
centralizing and imperial aspects of music, we learn why the concept of harmony
plays such an important role in the history of Chinese thought and why music as
a civilizing tool and a mode of cultural unification was considered to be an agent
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of harmony which could integrate the state and the individual within a
cosmological order. In the prologue to her book we read that “music and cosmos
are linked through the politics of harmony” (XI) and, as this is the case, “a
glimpse of the changing roles and status of music in early China” could be
gained.

In MCPH, “cosmic attunement,” “true” or “heavenly music,” is explored.
Music is understood as “a journey to the core of the cosmos” (160). Because of
its focus on cosmology and the politics of harmony, the book deals with the
integration of disparate areas into one system. MCPH proves to be the skilful
work of a scholar who is interested in the history of identity. On page 54
Brindley mentions “that part of the process of unifying disparate civilizations in
early China involved establishing myths of identity that help shape a culture’s
self-perception and connect its disparate elements into a seamless whole” (54).
Thus, the reader may get the impression that music in early China does not go
beyond a singular cultural heritage and line shaped by the imperial culture of
China and its predecessors. And this is misleading, as the history of Chinese
music is much more diversified.

Music plays an important role in Chinese history. Bone flutes unearthed in
Henan province, over 8,000 years old, are evidence of a highly developed
musical culture in prehistoric China. Music, in fact, appeared earlier than
Chinese characters. But we also have to be aware of the fact that Chinese music
has grown by absorbing and incorporating the disparate musical cultures of many
ethnic groups and regions over centuries. Especially the Spring and Autumn
period (770-481BC) saw the rise of regional music because of the collapse of
long-established religious and legal customs. It is important to remember that
breaks are a constitutional part of tradition. Concepts of identity try to deny that
fact, and that is their weakness.

<
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MCPH offers readers precious insights into the functioning of the politics of
harmony in early China as well as into the role of music. In early Han, music
acted “as a powerful tool in cultural imperialism and political centralization
around the moral ruler” (52). In that context Brindley refers to a passage from
Sima Qian’s (145 or 135-86BC) Historical Records (Shiji i) where the history
of music is described as an “important and symbolic imperial sacrifice to the
Great Unity (Tai Yi ’K2,) and the Earth Lord (Hou Tu J51)” (52), but she does
not dig deeper into the history of diversity which is behind all politics of
harmony.

Against the background of the politics of (forced) harmony in contemporary
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China, a history of music in early China should not only mention the slogan
“harmony amid diversity”—which was propagated during the 2008 Beijing
Olympics (page 1X). It should also give us a broader vision of the cultural
diversity in Chinese history. Diversity is a self-describing fact. There is no need
to justify it through the concept of harmony. By accepting that fact, we will be
able to deal in a better way with the politics of harmony in ancient and
contemporary China and to understand the special function of arts (music
included) in Chinese history. Thus the wide range of Chinese texts cited by Erica
Fox Brindley in her book MCPH offer readers the opportunity to reflect on music,
religious beliefs and politics in a way which goes far beyond the intention: “This
book will examine music primarily in relationship to one main aspect of life: the
spiritual world (1).

Going beyond the spiritual approach, we learn a lot about the “politics of
harmony” and the concept of music when we realize that, for example, the Qin
Dynasty (221-202BC), as a centralized empire, was the first to establish an
official organization—a music institute—devoted to the management of music
for political and cultural purposes. The need for unification resulted in the
continuation of the official collection of folk music, which started during the
Zhou Dynasty (1100-221BC). The music institute was developed further during
the Han Dynasty (202BC-220AD). Emperor Han Wudi (reigned from 141-87BC)
paid particular attention to folk music and expanded the organization and
functions of the music institute.

According to my opinion, Chinese music should be understood as a product of
dialectical encounters between different cultures. Studying the history of Chinese
music, one should realize that motion and process should be stressed over
stability. As a result, one should not follow the modern way of mapping human
societies and their ways of cultural expression in terms of closed national
cultures. Of course, there are boundaries between cultures and we, as people of
the modern world, tend to identify them with boundaries between nations. The
encounter between cultures produces boundaries, but also a “contact zone”, in
which peoples, geographically and historically separated, come into contact with
each other and establish ongoing relations. For example, during the Han Dynasty,
many performances by clowns and other performers coming from the western
regions were arranged. These performances, beyond the cosmological dimension
and the political impact of music, allowed the people to simply enjoy the music.

3

Last but not least, I felt very happy when I read about “The Expressive potential
of Music: Music and the Emotions in the Odes” which we find in Part Two,
Chapter Four. There we read that “the gentlemen in the Odes cannot but use
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music to express their innermost feelings to the world” (93). Thus we have to
keep in mind that the two parts of MCPH—*Music and the State” and “Music
and the Individual”—are the two sides of one coin. Music in early China is not
only shaped by the notion of harmony as a tool, but also by a culture of
expression which goes back to the very beginnings of Chinese cultural history.

Heinrich Geiger (X))
Catholic Academic Service (KAAD)
E-mail: Geiger@kaad.de
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