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An Argument Against Chu Ci Being Composed for Singing

Yi Wenxiao, Yang Shuwen (Guizhou Normal University)

Abstract The theory of the sing ableness of Chu Ci ({# # ), The Elegies of the Chu) implies that Li
Sao ({ & 3% ), The Lament) is originated from Shi Jing ({3 % ),The Book of Songs), assuming the latter pre-
cedes and influences the former. However, Chu Ci is not lyrical verses but rather literary compositions or rhe-
torical expressions. The assumption that Chu Ci is singable inevitably leads to misinterpretations of some
phrases in Han Shu ({iX ¥ ), The Book of Han), such as interpreting "speaking Chu Ci"( & % #), "writing
Chu Ci"(# # #%) and "reciting texts"(i# 4%) as singing. Some treat the chapters and paragraphs in Chu Ci as
stanzas of a song, and even regard "Luan" (4L, similar to coda) and "Shao Ge" (V' #X, similar to interlude) in
Chu Ci as songs, which actually signify repetition and summarization, akin to the functions of "Chong" (¥,
repetition) and "Chang" (48, prelude). If "Luan" and "Shao Ge" were singable, one would have to reconcile
their incompatibility with the non-singable nature of the entire piece or the structural coherence of a fully
singable composition — neither of which is plausible. The four-disyllabic-character lines supplemented by
function words via "Zu Er" (& =, using disyllabic structures to supplement syllables) or "Zu Si" (/. ¥, using
tetrasyllabic structures to standardize verse forms along with their repetitive stanzas in parts of Shi Jing origi-
nated from Chu, differ significantly from those in Chu Ci, which are tightly structured prose-like writing and
occasionally intersperse with long sentences to disrupt the rhythmic constraints of four-character lines, mak-
ing them unsuitable for musical accompaniment. Moreover, the usage of the character "Xi" (5~, a modal parti-
cle) is often regarded as the unique linguistic and singable feature of Chu Ci, but it was already prevalent in
Shi Jing, Lao Zi ({% - ), Dao De Jing) and the songs of Chu and other regions, serving as a modal particle
even if sometimes associated with melodic overtone. “Xi” in songs of Chu and Chu Ci demonstrates the casu-
al and spontaneous personal recitation, utterly different from the uniform rhythmic structure and the ceremoni-
al integration of poetry, music, and dance in Shi Jing. The rhymed couplet in Li Sao loses its balance by the
elongated "Xi" at the end of the first line, differing from the four-character couplet which is suitable for the
melodious chanting in Shi Jing; the elongated "Xi" in Chu Ci is merely a representation of Tu Ge (#£3k, unac-
companied singing) which is closed to oral recitation. Chu Ci represents individual and free creative expres-
sion inspired by the linguistic sensibilities of Chu folk songs without adhering to metrical regularities, having
no conditions for the integrated presentation of poetry, music, and dance seen in Shi Jing, or possibilities of
reproducing lengthy poems like Li Sao via Tu Ge with repetitions of simple melodies.

Key words Chu Ci; songs of Chu; Shi Jing; four-character
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