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Preface
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The dizi, also called Hengdi/橫笛, is a Chinese transverse flute (horizontally held when played) usually carved with twelve holes.  With a history of more than 8 000 years since the Neolithic Age, the dizi is one of the musical instruments indigenous to China.  Known as the Chinese bamboo flute in the West, the dizi belongs to the blowing family​[1] in the modern Chinese orchestra​[2].  Popular for its portability and relatively low price, the dizi is playable in the forms of both solo and ensemble.

Members of the blowing family
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Bangdi/梆笛
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Qudi/曲笛
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Sheng/笙
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Suona/嗩吶

The dizi is indispensable to the modern Chinese orchestra and plays a role similar to its western counterpart, the flute.  Songs in different genres have emerged after the end of the Cultural Revolution, whilst the adaptation of foreign songs has brought continuous advances on playing techniques for the dizi.

In the following, I will show you how to play the dizi.  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 dizi.
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The Structure of the Dizi
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An understanding of the dizi structure will help us to choose and play the instrument.  In the following, the traditional six-hole bamboo flute will serve as the model for demonstration:
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A schematic diagram is shown below for better illustration:
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The parts of a dizi

The different parts of the dizi with their respective functions are described as follows:

Body: Dizis are mostly made of bamboo owing to its resonant nature and lower cost, though stone and jade are sometimes used.  The body (except the head and tail) is painted with red lacquer and evenly wrapped with 21 to 24 rings of silk strings to prevent ruptures.

Head/ Tail: The two ends of the dizi are inlaid with ivory or cow bone for decoration.

Stopper plug: Made of cork, the stopper plug is imbedded into the body between the head and the blowing hole.  It blocks the passage to the head, so air blown into the body can only leave in the opposite way (either through the finger holes or the fundamental tone holes).  It also helps to tune the dizi.

Membrane: Made of reed film, the membrane resonates with the stationary waves generated in the body, whereby the dizi will produce clearer and brighter sounds.

Copper joint: Traditional dizis will be heated up after they have been blown for a while, which will raise their pitch unfortunately.  To fix this problem, the body has been separated into two parts and connected by a copper joint, which can be positioned either between the blowing hole and the membrane hole, or between the membrane hole and the 6th hole.  It helps to tune the dizi and separate the dizi into two parts, which facilitates transportation and storage.

Blowing hole: The hole through which air is blown into the body for vibrating the air inside and generating stationary waves.

Membrane hole: The hole onto which the membrane is affixed.  Sounds can still be generated even without the presence of a membrane, yet the unique timbre of the dizi will be lost.

Finger holes: There are usually six (or even more in certain kinds of dizis) holes adjacently arranged on the body, and closing different holes each time can produce various notes.  They are given an ordinal number (from first to sixth) to indicate their order, with the 1st hole near the tail and the 6th hole near the head.

Fundamental tone holes: The two fundamental tone holes can be used to adjust the fundamental tone of the dizi.

Ancillary tone holes: The two ancillary tone holes beneath the fundamental tone holes 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.

Having understood the dizi structure, now let us learn to choose a dizi for ourselves.
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How to Choose a Dizi
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When choosing a dizi, we should pay heed to three criteria: material, craftsmanship and timbre.  As its nickname “Chinese bamboo flute” implies, the quality of a dizi highly hinges upon the quality of the bamboo used.  Various kinds of bamboos, such as Bambusa multiplex, Pleioblastus amarus, Phyllostachys nigra, Fargesia semicoriacea and Phyllostachys bambusoides can be used to make dizis, and what really matters is the age of the bamboo concerned.

[image: image]

Phyllostachys nigra

[image: image]

Phyllostachys bambusoides

New bamboo has a high water content, which will gradually dry out and collapse when it ages.  This will lead to thin sound and unstable intonation.  Yet, a bamboo that is too old, dried and thick will respond slowly with worse performance in the aspects of crispness and brightness.  In view of these factors, we should choose old bamboo that has grown ideally for at least 3 years, which can somewhat be told from its color because a bamboo becomes darker in color when aging (from green to yellow).  Some unscrupulous merchants smoke the bamboo to darken its color, but smoked bamboo will look obviously unnatural as compared with normal ones.  As such, we should look for a dizi that is evenly colored in the first place.

The dizi is in fact a hollow tube.  To avoid producing unpleasant sounds, the bamboo chosen should be tough, while its interior and exterior surfaces should be smooth and cylindrical in shape, even in thickness with the head slightly thicker than the tail.  The interior surface, in particular, should be free of moth holes and cracks because such defects will undermine the quality of sounds generated.
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The above picture shows a dizi made of old bamboo that appears to be darker in color

Next, we need to examine the craftsmanship.  We should avoid dizis with heavy paint coating on both interior and exterior surfaces, for this will hinder our identification of cracks and the “respiration” of the dizi.  The blowing hole, membrane hole and finger holes should all be appropriately carved, so that they are glossy without splinters.  As per the general standards, the blowing hole should be round in shape; the membrane hole more or less oval in shape; and the finger holes totally oval in shape.  All of the holes should be carved from outside at an angle, by which they gradually become bigger from the exterior to interior.

Finally, we need to check the timbre.  Before checking for the intonation, we have to blow the dizi first to warm it, as the pitch will rise with temperature inside the tube.  Thereafter, we can start with the following notes to see whether their pitches are correct: the groups of solfeggi “[image: image]”/“[image: image]”/“[image: image]”, then “[image: image]”/“[image: image]”, “[image: image]”/“[image: image]” and “[image: image]”/“[image: image]” that are octaves; subsequently, those pairs of solfeggi “[image: image]”/“[image: image]”, “[image: image]”/“[image: image]” “[image: image]”/“[image: image]”, “[image: image]”/“[image: image]”, “[image: image]”/“[image: image]” and “[image: image]”/“[image: image]” that are a perfect fourth or perfect fifth apart in interval; the scale within the 1st octave in the ascending order; and eventually the overtones​[3] (which are quite difficult for an amateur to produce, so it is advisable to have an experienced player to accompany you when choosing a dizi).

By producing a long tone for each note, we can ascertain the minimum amount of air blown into the dizi to maintain their pitches.  With an appropriate beam of blowing air, no hissing noise should be heard; the highest notes should be clear and even, while the lowest notes should be solid and full.  We can bring along a tuner to assist in the checking process, but should never produce the notes in an attempt to suit the tuner.  This is because the finger holes of the dizi is not carved on the basis of twelve-tone equal temperament, but rather on Pythagorean tuning​[4].  If we rely on the tuner too much to tune the dizi, its resulting timbre will lack the charisma and style of Chinese music.

The membrane is an essential part of the dizi, which determines the timbre of a dizi to a large extent.  Therefore, it is important to know how to choose a good membrane too.
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A membrane affixed onto the membrane hole
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Membranes sold in the market

The membrane, called dimo/笛膜 in Chinese, can be made of sheep casings, bamboo or reed.  The sheep casings-typed membrane is very thin, but the timbre is dull; the bamboo-typed membrane has a bright timbre, but it lacks resilience and will break easily when we blow strongly.  The reed-typed membrane combines both of their strengths and is thus widely employed nowadays. 

A good membrane depends on two factors: age and width.  An old membrane appears to be yellowish, wide and thick, whereas a new membrane appears to be whitish, narrow and thin.  An old membrane makes dull and hard sounds, while a new membrane makes rustling noises and is prone to breakage.  In this connection, neither of them is deemed suitable.  We have to strike a balance between the old and new membranes such that the age and width factors can be satisfied at the same time; in other words, an ideal membrane should be thin but elastic, transparent and shiny in appearance.

If the dizi obtained from a musical store or elsewhere does not have a membrane, we can affix one to it by taking the following steps:


1)  Wash the hands thoroughly first to prevent dirt and dust from sticking onto the new membrane.  Check the membrane hole to remove any remnants of the old membrane.
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2)  New membranes available in the market look like adhesive tapes.  Take out a strip of membrane from the packaging.
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3)  Cut the strip with a pair of scissors to obtain a square piece that is 1.5 to 2 times in width of the membrane hole.



[image: image]



4)  As the membrane is a double-layer tube, cut and make it into a single-layer sheet.
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5)  Gently stretch the membrane for several times to make creases evenly thereon, which can facilitate vibrations later.  Grip the longitudinal sides of the membrane such that the natural veins of the membrane become perpendicular to the creases.



[image: image]


6)  Afterwards, drip some Donkey-hide gelatin (or dried bulb of hyacinth orchid with plain water) around the membrane hole.  Remove any excess glue with our little finger.
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7)  Stick the membrane on its hole horizontally (perpendicular to the vein) if it is young to resist shock and breakage, or vertically (parallel to the vein) if it is old to enhance synchronized vibrations.
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8)  Gently stretch the membrane for several times again.  By doing so, the creases on the membrane should be dense at the center and gradually scarce at the periphery.
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9)  The membrane has been successfully affixed onto the membrane hole.
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(Remarks: the pictures above are extracted from the following blog http://blog.sina.com.cn/u/1014430442, where a lot of information about the dizi in simplified Chinese can be found.)

If the membrane is stuck too tightly, the sounds produced will not be bright and crisp; on the contrary, if the membrane is stuck too loosely, the sounds produced will become hoarse and it will be difficult to produce high notes.  Under both circumstances, we can soften the edges of the membrane with a few drops of water, and then stretch the membrane if it is too loose, or press the center of the membrane if it is too tight.  Bear in mind that we must not dampen the membrane directly at the center, which will ruin it immediately.

At last, we need to decide on the type of dizis that we are going to play.  As mentioned before, there are basically three types of dizi, namely the bangdi, qudi and xindi.  The xindi, also called “eleven-hole
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