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This essay is a critical study about the interpretation of Yue Ji (Record of Music), a chapter in Liji (Book of Rites), which belongs to one of the five Chinese classics. It is the earliest written source related purely to Music, through analyzing its roots, substance and characteristics; as well as the interrelation bond between Music, natural order, the government, Society and the individual and the transformative effects on them. The date of composition has been questioned, as it may be a product of an early Warring States second-generation Confucius, or of the Ruists of Han period (Cook, 1995). There is uncertainty about whether the text was written by an individual philosopher, or from a group of scholars, which seem more likely (Cook, 1995).

Liu and Habberstad (2014) pointed out that many studies have been made around the content of Liji, although the concluded that the key to uncovering Liji’s meaning is to conduct a textual study. Legge’s translation has been viewed poorly by scholars (Cook, 1995), but I have focused mostly on his translation because they are more straightforward and shorter in length in some contexts. Cook’s article about the Yue Ji seems to be more elaborate and explicit in its structure and comments, so there are passages where I used his notions, too. 

Cook (1995) stresses that it is important to understand the significance and the meaning of the character of music 樂 (Yue) and he is analyzing it on his article efficiently. In the text, we can find three relevant terms to music which are difficult to have an equivalent English translation to one word: sheng (聲), yin (音) and Yue (樂). Each term constitutes the progression until the final stage of the creation of music. Sheng can be translated as an audible sound which exist in nature and all animals. Yin is constituted by various sounds in an ordered combination, and it can be created by humans. It can easily be translated to music as it indicates a musical composition between the elements of the sheng. The final stage is Yue, as the title of the text, which overlaps all previous stages, and reaches perfection. It can be seen as a multimedia art which includes not only music, but poetry, song and dance, and it can be interpreted as an ethical principal which includes virtue. Thereupon, the finest term to interpret the meaning of Yue, would be ‘Virtuous music’. When Marquis Wen compares the ancient music with a contemporary unordered one, he uses the characters Yue and yin to show their differences (Legge 48). The quality of music can be shown by the influence they have on human reaction. He argues that when he listens to the ancient music, he wants to kneel over. However, while he listens to the contemporary music, he does not feel tired. Therefore, only ‘the music of the grandest style” is the ideal perfect vibration that flows directly to the human’s heart which can achieve harmony in one’s self (Cook, 1995).

The main theme Yue Ji repeats throughout, is that of harmony, as it is ordered by the principle of duality. More clearly, the two elements are Virtuous Music (Yue) and Ritual, which are related to heaven and earth, generating the yang and the yin forces correspondingly. Cook (1995: 47) argues that ‘Music, like yang, representing action, with Ritual, like yin, representing stillness’. Indeed, the most common companion of ritual in classical China was music. According to Liu and Habberstad (2014: 298) the Yue Ji reflects a “comprehensive explanation of the meaning of ritual or of the techniques for learning’’. Cook (1995: 14) argues that they are both equally essential by cause, that they accomplish contradictory, but equivalent purposes, and so the Virtuous music should display itself in a ritual context.  

The Yue Ji begins by saying that the mind is affected by things happening externally of it, indicating the importance of ritual. There is a great balance and interrelation between music and ritual. Music comes from within and ritual from without; the one produces stillness and the other elegancies of manner (Legge 11). Through their contradictions they connect and complete one another. 

One of the most significant aspects of music, according to the text, is that it has its origin from heaven (Legge 14). The text (Legge 7) says that “it belongs to the nature of man, as from heaven to be still at his birth”, stating that human nature is good as it is originated from Heaven. If man is effected by ‘external things’ like unvirtuous music (yin), he ‘cannot come back to himself and his heavenly principle is extinguished’ (Legge 8) and this leads to unwanted disorder. The power of music is to influence people’s heart in order to bring them back to their initial stage of humanity. In other words, music can heal wounds created by external things and drives people’s heart back to their heavenly nature. Indeed, the text follows clearly the Confucian theory of human nature as good, as discussed by Mencius (Nadeau 2012). Xunzi argued that it was evil, but this belief cannot be found in the text, although he believed that through ritual’s power it can be cultivated (Cook 1995: 9).  Furthermore, another clearly Confucian element is the appearance of ‘gentleman’.  Yue Ji describes gentleman as man of virtue who knows music. In text (Legge 5) says that “he who has apprehended both ceremonies and music may be pronounced to be a possessor of virtue. Virtue means realisation (in one’s self)’’. Yue is one's self-conscious enjoyment of music, or the return of the self-conscious individual into his own creation (Cook, 1995: 27) 

Music corresponds with the feelings and the nature of men. As mentioned, the ancient kings framed their music in the context of feelings and nature of men, (Legge 28). Maybe there are different types of ritual and Music although the common will of both is that they cultivate the feeling of mutual respect and love (Legge 12). The grandest music is interpreted as something that has nothing to do with the element of sorrow (Legge 16). However, feelings like sorrow, anger etc can be healed with a relevant sound of music for each, which are described in the text (Legge 2). 

Ritual and Music meet their purpose at the emotion of joy of a gentleman which expands from a personal level to a cosmological. Ritual manifests-embodies the meaning of heaven through music.  Cook says: 

‘a journey in which man travels all the way from being initially little more than a medium through which external things touch off certain emotions resulting in different sounds, to the point where he himself becomes a creative being, conscious of himself, his nature, and his emotions, and strives to effect influence in others through Music. Throughout this process, music itself is seen in a continual process of constant growth: from mere sound, on to ordered sound, and finally on to the supreme type of Music which exemplifies nothing less than all the order of the natural world and man's place within it’ (Cook, 1995: 12). 

Music functions as an intermediator between heaven and earth and so has the power to stabilize the cosmological order. It is rational to influence the political order as well. Therefore, government needs to know the usage of music while governing. The ancient kings ‘’they intended to teach the people to regulate their likings and dislikings, and to bring them back to the normal course of humanity’’ (Legge 6) and that is why ‘’they instituted their ceremonies and music, regulated them by consideration of the requirements of humanity’’ (Legge 9). As a well-known phrase says, which is found also in Liji is ‘when it comes to bringing peace to the ruler and governing people, nothing is finer than ritual’ (Liu and Habberstad 2014). However, its power can also be seen also in the outside world, especially in politics, where the government needs to have knowledge of music in order keep the right harmonious balance, and influence people to follow to achieve their virtue, as does the state itself. The aim of music is to create similarity and union while the aim of ritual is to indicate the difference and distinction. Owen (1992: 50) argues that ritual assert the distinction of roles in human relations, while music overcomes these distinctions and unifies the participants. The result is that from union comes mutual affection and from difference mutual respect (Legge 10). It is politically significant that ‘the union of culture arising from music’ and harmony is achieved from a personal till a cosmic level. Together ritual and music create the ideal tool of a ruler can use in order to rule people. 

Harmony is the thing principally sought in music. Music springs from the inward movements of the soul, ritual appear in the outward movements of the body (Legge 46). There is the true beauty, the embodiment of heaven as interior and exterior sense and reaches perfection (Legge 49). When the music is ended the honour has been paid to virtue (Legge 35). Cook (1995: 12) states that ‘all under Heaven would be happily united through the power of Music’. To sum up, Yue Ji validates the effect of Virtuous music to the individual, the populace, the governor, the empire and the whole cosmos.
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