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Between Harmony and Equality: On the Quest
of the Divine and Ultimate Concerns in Life as
Inherent in the Twelve-tone Temperament in
Ancient Chinese Music

WU Baolin
School of Philosophy and Religious Studies, Minzu University of China

In the “Zhouyu xia” J&&E I section of the Guoyu E5E, it is documented
that King Jing of Zhou [ &+ (r. 544-520 BCE) had ordered the casting of a
set of large bronze bells in the pitch of wuyi 5}, leading to opposition from
royal officials grounded in the musical principles of 4e 1 “harmony” and ping
S “equality.” The court musician Lingzhou Jiu 3/ advocated the belief
that “music emanates from harmony, and harmony springs from equality.”
Here, “harmony” signifies the perfect balance between the five (or seven) tones
and the sounds of eight categories of musical instrument /\ & perceptible to
human ears, while “equality” denotes the relatively equal temperament ratio
and perfectly balanced structure of the chromatic scale (a.k.a. twelve-tone
scale) used in ancient China called shi’er lii 13, the musical foundation of
the five or seven tones.

While staying true to his duties as a court official, Lingzhou Jiu
recognized harmony as the central notion behind the relatively equally
tempered chromatic scale, originally generated by the so-called sanfen sunyi
—471E%% method in Chinese, and saw harmoniousness as an expression of
Heaven. He also regarded the 3:2 ratio between the musical pitches as some
sort of sacred law that defies changes no matter how the man or king wills it.
As a result, he believed that only by adhering to the twelve-tone temperament
that one could reap the practical benefits of music, such as the universal care of
individual differences, cultivation of the body and heart-mind, changing of the
social mores and morality for the better, enhancement of human well-being,
and ultimately elevating human beings to the level of heaven and earth.

While the notions of harmony and equality in music also appear in the
Shijing 7548 (Book of odes), Lingzhou Jiu’s discourse on chromatic scale
elucidates how these two principles permeate the intangible numerical laws,
abstract tonal scale, and audible musical sounds, transitioning from cosmic
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order to the mystic regime of the soul, and ultimately converging back to the
quest of the divine and its limitless principles.

Keywords: Lingzhou Jiu, chromatic scale, ritual music, harmony, equality



