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Preface
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The term “Chinese bamboo flute” is not confined to the dizi, but actually refers to a wide range of transverse (horizontally held when played) and end-blown (air split directly on the mouthpiece) flutes that are made of bamboo.  Among them, the xiao is comparable in popularity and prominence to the dizi.
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Dongxiao

The Chinese saying “heng di zhi xiao” means that flutes played horizontally and vertically are named as the dizi and xiao respectively, both of which originate from the bone whistle in the New Stone Age, with a history of more than 8 000 years.  The word “xiao” in fact indicated panpipes before the Tang Dynasty, and those with their bottom sealed with honey wax were called the paixiao, whereas unsealed ones the dongxiao (literally meaning a xiao with a hole).

The xiao originally had 4 holes (3 finger holes plus 1 sound emitting hole) only, and later more finger holes were added thereon (one in the Western Han Dynasty and one in the Western Jin Dynasty).  In the Tang Dynasty, the dizi was separated upon the invention of the dimo, whereas the vertical end-blown flute has been known as the xiao since then.  Aside from the way in which we hold them, the dizi and xiao also have different structures and fingering arrangements.
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Paixiao

The xiao also belongs to the blowing family​[1], but it is not a standard instrument in the modern Chinese orchestra​[2], i.e., only some pieces of music require its presence.  Nevertheless, the xiao is often played solo or ensemble with the guqin, as well as other musical instruments like the yangqin and the sheng in traditional jiangnan sizhu.

In the following, I will show you how to play the xiao.  Even if you are an amateur of Chinese music, you can still play some simple songs with enough efforts.  Remember, practice makes perfect!  But the first thing to do, doubtlessly, is to choose a xiao.
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Different Kinds of Xiaos
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Before choosing a xiao, we must identify its kind.  There are mainly four kinds of xiaos, namely the yuping xiao, nanxiao, beixiao and qinxiao, with their sizes in ascending order.  Let’s start with the smallest one first:

The yuping xiao is a specialty product in the Yuping Dong Autonomous County of Guizhou Province, China.  Its outer layer is either in bronze or pale-yellow color, on which landscapes, flowers or auspicious animals are sculpted.  Thanks to its unique design, specifications and timbre, it has gained great prestige in both the Mainland and overseas, often treasured for its ornamental and collection value.  With an inner diameter of just 1.05 cm-odd, it is carved with 6 finger holes (5 in the front and 1 at the back).  Due to its small volume of sound, it can merely serve the purpose of self-entertainment or decoration.
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Yuping xiao

The nanxiao (Southern Xiao) is also called chiba, which means  foot-eight in English, because its length is double in size of the fundamental pitch pipe Huang Zhong​[3] that was 9 inches during the Han Dynasty (approximately 23.1 cm in modern measurement).  1 foot amounted to 10 inches, so it is about 51.98 cm in length.  The nanxiao is usually made of the bamboo species Phyllostachys heterocycle or Phyllostachys bambusoides, and used in Guangdong, Hong Kong and Taiwan, typically for Nanyin, a kind of Fujian’s operas.
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Nanxiao

It should be noted that the Japanese Shakuhachi, even though also has the same form of Kanji, is another kind of instrument and different than the nanxiao.  The Shakuhachi was first introduced to Japan during the Tang Dynasty, and disappeared in China after the Song Dynasty.  The xiao from the folk people soon replaced its role in court music.  The major difference between the Shakuhachi and the xiao is their mouthpieces: the nanxiao’s mouthpiece is either U or V-shaped, while the Shakuhachi’s mouthpiece is half-moon in shape; moreover, the nanxiao’s mouthpiece is cut inwards, whereas the Shakuhachi’s mouthpiece is cut outwards.
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Japanese Shakuhachi

The beixiao (Northern Xiao), on the contrary, is used in other parts of China.  In fact, the word “dongxiao” nowadays commonly refers to the beixiao.  Normally made of black bamboo, it is much longer than its Southern counterpart, usually more than 80 cm, but its inner diameter is a bit thinner (around 2.2 cm).  In addition, the head of Northern xiaos is opened at a bamboo node, while the head of Southern xiaos at an internode.  Therefore, Northern xiaos have a sealed head, and Southern xiaos have an unsealed head.  Though called the Northern xiao, it is used even in areas to the South of the Yangtze River and notably for Jiangnan Sizhu.
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Beixiao
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Beixiaos have a sealed head
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Nanxiaos have an unsealed head

Last but not least, the qinxiao (xiao for zithers) can be considered a smaller but longer version of the beixiao, with a narrower inner diameter (around 1.7 ~ 1.8 cm) and 8 smaller finger holes (7 in the front and 1 at the back).  Besides, there is nothing different between the beixiao and qinxiao in structure.  As its name suggests, the qinxiao is often played to the accompaniment of the guqin (ancient zither), for the reason that it has a softer tone and its lower volume will not outshine the elegance of the guqin.
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Qinxiao
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The openings of the shakuhachi (top, half-moon in shape), nanxiao (middle two, either V or U-shpaed) and beixiao (bottom, V-shaped) are respectively shown in the picture above.

In this Book, I will introduce the beixiao in view of its widespread use, and hereinafter it will be referred to as the “dongxiao” for clarity.
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The Structure of the Dongxiao
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An understanding of the dongxiao structure will help us to choose and play the instrument.  A dongxiao can either be 6 or 8-holed, but other parts of its are identical.  As such, I will illustrate its structure with the aid of the following schematic diagrams:
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Unless otherwise stated, most parts of a dongxiao are made of bamboo.  Their respective functions are described as follows -

Body: The body is usually made of a long bamboo tube, but wood, ceramic or jade are also used sometimes.

Head: The head is sealed with the membrane of the original bamboo node, where a corner is cut inwards to create the blowing hole.

Tail: The tail is usually inlaid with cow bone or horn for decoration, but still fine if nothing is affixed.

Blowing hole: A U-shaped blowing hole is carved by cutting a small portion inward at the head, through which we blow air into the body to vibrate the air inside and generate stationary waves.

Copper joint: Modern dongxiaos can be separated into two or even three pieces to facilitate transportation/ storage.  The copper joints connect these pieces and allow fine tuning by adjusting the length of the dongxiao.

Finger holes: Traditional dongxiaos have six finger holes only, with five in the front and one at the back.  They are given an ordinal number (from first to sixth) to indicate their order, with the 1st hole near the tail, the 5th hole near the head, and the 6th hole on the reverse side.  Two extra holes for semitones were added between the 1st and 2nd, as well as the 4th and 5th holes in the 1930s, thereby forming the 8-holed dongxiao.  Howbeit, the 1st hole of the 8-holed dongxiao is carved slightly away from the axis on which the other holes are aligned, either to the right or to the left depending the ways we hold it.

Fundamental tone holes: The two fundamental tone holes determine the fundamental tone of the dongxiao.  They are also called the upper sound emitting holes.

Ancillary tone holes: There can be one to three ancillary tone holes beneath the fundamental tone holes, which can be used to raise the pitch, as well as embellish and amplify the sound.  Tassels can also be attached to them for decorative purposes.  They are also called the lower sound emitting holes.

Remark: For some dongxiaos, the fundamental and ancillary tone holes may be absent.  The bottom hole at the tail will then be treated as the fundamental tone hole instead since sound will be emitted from there.
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A 6-holed dongxiao separated into two parts at its copper joint
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An 8-holed dongxiao in one piece without any copper joints

Having understood the dongxiao structure, now let’s learn to choose one for ourselves.
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How to Choose a Dongxiao
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On the appearance front

First of all, we need to check whether the bamboo is mature, which can be told from its weight and density.  Heavier bamboos are generally better than lighter ones; but if they are not dense enough, the sound generated will appear to be dampened.  As density increases with ages, old bamboo will have thicker diaphragms and stem walls when compared with young bamboo.

To distinguish whether the bamboo is genuinely old (that have grown for at least 3 years) but not a sham, we can take a look of its outer layer (the sheath).  As drying is one of the preparation procedures, the sheath must have shrunk by a certain degree.  Old bamboo has a higher density, so it will not shrink as much as young bamboo will.

[image: image]

A dongxiao made of old bamboo with unnoticeable degree of shrinking

Next, we have to check whether the length of the bamboo is appropriate.  Traditionally, an ideal bamboo tube should have 10 nodes and 9 internodes.  With such stringent numbers of nodes, the inner diameters of the two ends will differ by an optimum amount, ensuring the unity and balance of timbre in each region, as well as facilitating the resonance of low notes and amplifying their volume.
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The above picture shows a dongxiao with 9 internodes (marked by the red digits)

However, this does not imply that the longer the bamboo, the better the timbre.  The entire length of the dongxiao should be preferably less than 85 cm, since excessive length beyond














d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/image070.jpg





d2d_images/image092.jpg





d2d_images/image091.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg
The Dongxiao






d2d_images/image031.jpg





d2d_images/image072.jpg





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/image035.jpg





d2d_images/image054.jpg
.
!





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





d2d_images/image060.jpg





d2d_images/image020.jpg





d2d_images/image023.jpg





d2d_images/image065.jpg





d2d_images/image087.jpg
6. 0's

Front view

Blowing hole ——— [7]

5th hole
[ amhole

31d hole.

2nd holl
st hole

[SpiTe?

Fundamental

Tail tone holes.

- cowhom

B comeon—

381

Head

Ancillary
tone holes





d2d_images/image022.jpg





d2d_images/image047.jpg
8-holed dongxiao's schematic diagram

Front view Back view
Blowing hoe ]
S
Wl comwerom —Jll
o onhote
T ol
ol
stnhole L]
athole
3rd hole .
. 2nd hole Body
s hole
right poad
W R comorom —J
M [ Fundemena ]
Tail tone holes  ~Jag]. Ancillary
et Cow horn —_ o

Forehand Backhand





d2d_images/image009.jpg





d2d_images/image029.jpg





