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The Four Indigenous Musical Arts of Guangdong: @,ég
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Quadrangle is a traditional Chinese architectural design, with a
courtyard in the middle enclosed by buildings on all four sides, hence
the name. 'The programme this year ‘Guangdong Quadrangle’ is a
showcase of four indigenous musical art forms of Guangdong, all filled
with characteristics and worthy of preservation, namely Cantonese
music, narrative singing, dabayin and Cantonese operatic song in classic
singing style. In the long history of Guangdong folk performance art,
they are of significant historical and representational value. With the
change of times, people become dazzled by the rapidly-changing
gadgets and bizarre gimmicks. These treasures are gradually overlooked
by the mass or even at the brink of extinction.

Cantonese music nowadays is limited to small-scale performance by
small groups which are almost purely for personal interest. Cantonese
narrative singing consists of muyu, longzhou, nanyin and banyan. Other
than nanyin which has been assimilated into Cantonese Opera, these
four styles of narrative singing are facing the crisis of falling into oblivion
in Hong Kong and Macao. Dabayin is nearly extinct leaving only a

remnant part in Cantonese Opera and in funeral ceremonies.
Cantonese operatic song in classic singing style may appear in
Cantonese Opera performance from time to time but is incomplete and
fragmentary.

The four well-established musical art forms have now become
incomplete and fragmentary. We can only try our best to preserve and
restore them. The outcome depends on people’s support. With this
programme Guangdong Quadrangle’, we hope to arouse people’s
awareness, refresh their knowledge and reignite their passion for these
four indigenous musical art forms so as to let these treasures to pass on.

Yuen Siu-fai

Artistic Director of
One Table Two Chairs Charitable Foundation Ltd.
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Cantonese Music

In its broad sense, Cantonese music refers to the music form that appear in Guangdong province such as Chaozhou
silk-string music and Hakka music while in its narrow sense, it refers to the instrumental music that flourishes around the
region of Pear] River Delta. This music genre is also known as yueyue. Based on the difference in tone and instrument, it
can be divided into ‘taut bow’ and ‘slack bow’. Taut bow ensembles feature high and bright tones, and tend to use
instruments such as two-stringed fiddles (ervian and tigin), plucked lutes (sanxian and yueqin), and bamboo flutes (izi).
Contrasting sharply against taut bow, slack bow ensembles have gentle and delicate tones, and are led by two-stringed
fiddles (gaohu, erhu and yehu), hammered dulcimers (yanggin), plucked lutes (gingin and zhongruan) and end-blown

flutes (xiao0).

Cantonese music is not only closely related to Hong Kong people, it is also connected to the entire Chinese community.
Reference materials reflect that since the last century, Cantonese music has been prosperous in Guangzhou, Hong Kong,
Macao, Shanghai, Foshan and Taishan regions. As a matter of fact, Cantonese music not only adheres to tradition,
musicians like Lui Man-shing and Wan Chi-chung are very sophisticated. Western instruments such as violin,
xylophone, saxophone and guitar have been combined with the playing of Chinese instruments like gaohu, yanggin and
dizi. Music instruments of diverse cultural backgrounds are incorporated. Diversity of the East and West matters no
more, what matters is the music must be well-played and fun to listen to. Today, Cantonese music has been listed by the
China State Council in the first batch of National Intangible Cultural Heritage. Learning and listening to Cantonese
music can allow us to reflect upon the formation of local culture.

(From left to right): The local veteran musicians of Cantonese music, Chan Chi-chun, Ho Kang-ming,
Yu Siu-wah, To Wing and Chan Kwok-fai playing the classic piece Birds Returning to the Woods
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Narrative Singing
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&" The four types of Guangdong narrative singing: muyu, longzhou, nanyin and banyan actually belong to the same school.
Unaccompanied singing with no clapper beat is 7uyu; it becomes longzhou when sung to the accompaniment of gong and
drum, providing rhythm but no beat; becomes 7anyin when sung with a clapper beat to the accompaniment of the zheng,
and becomes banyan when sung with a faster beat. The singing style of each may differ, yet the structure, line composition

and tones are all the same. When and where, and by whom did narrative singing art evolve into the format of today?

Muyu

According to Qu Wengshans's New Essays of Guangdong wrote during the late Ming and early Qing period, 7uyu originates
from the moyuge of fishermen in the region of Jiangsu province. Due to the difference in dialect, 70yu gradually becomes
muyu. Muyu refers to the wooden block carved with fish pattern used by Guangdong people in Buddhist chanting,

However, there is no need to beat the wooden fish block when singing muyu.

Longzhou

Longzhou were originally folk tunes sung by wandering entertainers as a way to make a living. ‘The entertainers held wooden
dragon boats erected on wooden poles as they sang.

Nanyin

'The tanban (sandalwood clapper) and zheng used for accompanying nanyin belong to the Jiangnan instrumental music.
There is a musical art form with the same name in Fujian, but Fujian #anyin belongs to the nanxi, nangu and nanci systems,
and is considered part of the set tune music family, while local #anyin belongs to the vocal system of bangiang. Nanyin has
been very popular in Hong Kong during the beginning of last century, favoured by rich men hanging out in red-light
districts. Rich families would also employ blind musicians and female artistes to perform at their homes. Since the 50s, radio
broadcast began to gain popularity and 7anyin has been one of the most popular programmes. Its lyrics are short and concise
depicting mostly love affairs between scholars and prostitutes. Despite the criticism for its unrefined lyrics and disrespect for
women, #anyin has commanded a great following and become the pop music of the time. With the rise of Western and
Cantonese pop music in the late 60s, 74nyin radio programme was ofhicially cancelled. Nanyin gradually disappears from the
mainstream local culture. Today, it may sound impossible or impractical to reinstate #anyin into local pop culture, yet the
understanding of this singing art help people to appreciate the artistic taste of local people in the old times, relationship
between the sexes and the local cultural context. When we think of 7anyin singers in Hong Kong, blind musician Dou Wun
comes to mind. Dou was blind from childhood and followed the blind musician Suen to learn nanyin. He came to Hong
Kong from Macao at the age of sixteen and started singing at opium dens and brothels. He got addicted to opium later on
while his wife and son died one after the other. In his twilight years, Dou has sung in the radio station for about 15 years
before being dismissed suddenly. He spent his remaining years singing in the street. His life is full of trials and tribulations.
Professor Bell Yung has made a recording for Dou Wun on his nanyin, banyan and longzhou singing to let the voice of this
remarkable blind musician be heard all over the world.

Banyan

Instead of naming the strong beat as 447 and the light beat as ding as is commonly practised in Guangdong, musicians follow
the other provinces and name the light beat as yan. One strong and one light beat thus becomes banyan.

Blind musician Dou Wun recording nanyin, banyan and longzhou singing

It is highly credible that the system of narrative singing art today comes to Guangdong from Jiangsu, Zhejiang and Fujia.
Professor Yuen Siu-fai travelled to Shanghai frequently for business during the early 80s and has asked friends in the Ministry
of Culture to investigate on this matter. The outcome is afhirmative. Yet 70yuge which has gone in decline was no longer
heard at that time. Since the investigation at that time was not thorough enough, Yuen has decided to continue to
investigate. These four types of narrative singing have been in decline in Guangdong. The art has been assimilated into
Cantonese Opera performances in Hong Kong and is still performed by certain artists and enthusiasts, though mainly for
nanyin. In order not to repeat the same mistake of letting the origin perish, we have to preserve, promote and inherit well
this narrative singing art which is filled with folk performance characteristics and has been popular in Guangdong for
hundreds of years.



Dabayin

Bayin ensembles flourished around the regions of Pearl River Delta towards the late Qing period and early Republic.
Performances can be divided into seated performances and processionals, which were usually held during official
government activities, birthday celebrations for folk deities, Taoist rites for fasts and offerings, weddings, and funerals.
The core musical instruments are the suona (dida in Cantonese) and various percussion instruments such as the
gaobianluo, xiaobo and biangu. In the 4th year of the Xianfeng era in Qing dynasty (1854), Cantonese Opera artiste Lee
Man-mau was suppressed for revolting against the Qing court. Cantonese Opera performance was hence banned for ten
years. The bayin ensembles at that time used big and small suonas to simulate the voices of the male and female roles to
play the opera in its entirety. It became quite popular. In 1935, the Hong Kong Government invited eight bayin
ensembles to celebrate King George V's Silver Jubilee. More than 200 people took part in the parade, a testament to the
popularity of these ensembles. After the establishment of the People’s Republic of China, bayin has been regarded as

feudalistic and performances were banned. Musicians wandered oft and the ensembles gradually went into decline.

Guangdong Wind and Percussion Music

Apart from the bayin ensembles in Guangzhou region, Guangdong wind and percussion music also refers to the Shanweti,
Zhanjiang, Northern Guangdong, Hakka and Chaozhou music. Fach genre has its unique features while also assimilates
from the others. For instance, repertoires played by Guangzhou bayin ensembles are mostly kungiang and gaogiang set
tunes. On the other hand, influence of kungiang, yiyanggiang and luantan can be seen in the Shanwei music, which is
reminiscent of the tune origin of the bayin ensembles. Besides, quite a number of tunes played in these regions have the
same titles, for example Wild Geese Landing and Qi-Yan-Hui. 'They appear not only in Guangzhou bayin ensembles but
also in Hakka, Shanwei and Chaozhou music troupes as well. It is estimated that the music of these regions came from
the same origin but each developed its unique style due to different language, historical and cultural reasons. Renowned
Cantonese Opera musician Ko Yun-hung has pointed out the difference between the southern and northern wind and
percussion music is that the former is more powerful and hard, somewhat like the difference between southern and
northern kung-fu or lion dance. Exposure to different types of wind and percussion music helps us to understand the
formation of local culture.

Speaking of the wind and percussion music closely tied to the lives of Hong Kong people, one cannot fail to mention the
funeral music of the Taoist Orthodox Unity Sect played in all funeral parlours every day. In fact, music at weddings and
funerals were usually handled by bayin ensembles in the olden days. The first scene in the Hong Kong movie Ah Chiu
Getting Married (1958) shows a bayin ensemble parading the streets. The repertoires used for both occasions can be used
interchangeably, for example An Ingot of Gold and Xiao-Kai-Men can be used for both weddings and religious rituals. The
folk musicians would simply adjust their style of playing to adapt to the occasions and the mood. However, wind and
percussion music has become much less important in Hong Kong nowadays. Instead, western string quartet or popular
music is usually played during weddings while wind and percussion music is only played to accompany one before being
lain into grave.

Luogugui (Gong and Drum Cabinet)

Dabayin was very popular in the last century from the 20s to the 50s. During activities like festival processions, birthday
celebrations for deities and Taoist rites of offerings, sogugui (gong and drum cabinet) (gui: insiders pronounce as gwa,
meaning ghost) would certainly be seen. Today, this kind of situation can hardly be seen except in festival parades in Peng
Chau and villages in Yuen Long. The cabinet used nowadays has been simplified to a big drum wrapped in steel frames.
The one and only gong and drum cabinet passed down is kept in the Golden Dragon Museum in Bendigo, a city near
Melbourne in Australia. The cabinet shown in this exhibition is a replica of the antique.

Luogugui Kept in the Golden Dragon Museum in Bendigo
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Cantonese Operatic Song in Classic Singing Style
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& Guangdong, located more to the south of China, did not have its own style of traditional theatrical forms. The ones that

were performed on stage came from other provinces and were not sung in Cantonese. To trace the origin, we have to start
with Cantonese operatic songs in classic singing style.

Classic Style, Contemporary Style

How to define ‘classic’ and ‘contemporary’ singing style? The term ‘Classic singing style’ may not have existed a hundred
years ago. It is probably our predecessors in the early Republic that proposed Cantonese Opera should be sung in
Cantonese. ‘Through the modification and refinement by various predecessors like Kam Shan-bing, Pak Kui-wing, Tai
Chi-cheuk and Chu Chi-pak, Cantonese operatic singing has evolved into the format of today. Despite it is sung in
Cantonese, the ancient repertoires and classic singing styles are still valuable and have not yet disappeared entirely.

The distinct difference between ‘classic’ and ‘contemporary’ singing style is that ‘classic’ singing style was performed in
guanhua or Zhongzhouyun, also known as Zhongyuan yinyun. There is also a saying that guanhua came from Guangxi
Guilin, known as ‘Guilin guanhuda’. Guanhua refers to the dialect spoken by officials or the dialect used to converse with
officials. At that time, most officials would be transferred elsewhere to minimise corruption and avoid the possibility of
nepotism. Most officials in Guangdong thus came from other provinces. As it was not possible to use Cantonese to
converse with them, guanhua was used as a result. The other saying on Guangxi Guilin pointed out that the founder was
maestro Zhang Wu from Hubei. He went to Beijing to perform after gaining popularity but was wanted by the
government for anti-Qing propaganda, fled south to Foshan Dajiwei in Guangdong,

Bangziqiang, Erhuangqiang

The bangiang musical structure of Chinese opera is divided into two major systems: bangzi (or bangzigiang) and erhuang
(or erhuanggiang). Together, these two systems form the classic singing styles. The same musical mode tends to be used
for its beat forms, from shouban to shaban, no matter it is in bangziqiang or erhuanggiang. Acquaintance with Cantonese
operatic singing in classic singing style means acquaintance with the systems of bangzi and erhuang.

There is a consistency to the bangzi and erhuang singing styles, which are basically made up of a couplet, with a first line
(the last word rhyming with tilting tones) and a second line (the last word thyming with level tones). The performance
may appear boring to the audience but actors can give their own spin to the classic singing style using different vocal
techniques and approaches to highlight the character’s personality. For instance a line of the same beat sung by military
characters Lu Bu, Zhou Yu and Zhao Yun may sound very different. Likewise for xiaosheng (young male) roles such as Jia
Baoyu and Zhang Junrui, the same tune pattern can be sung and interpreted differently. To study and search for different
ways and styles of singing while in the meantime appreciate the origin of the art of operatic singing,

Writer (Chinese):  Yuen Siu-fai (Adjunct Associate Professor of Department of Music at The Chinese University of Hong Kong)
English translation: Jeanie Wong and KCL Language Consultancy Ltd.

Photos: Bell Yung (Emeritus Professor of Music at the University of Pictsburgh, Affiliate Professor of Music at the University of Washington) , The Centre for
Chinese Music Studies of The Chinese University of Hong Kong and Yuen Siu-fai
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