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Mu-yii Shu and the Cantonese
Popular Singing Arts

SAI-SHING YUNG

Mu-yii shu, or “Wooden-fish book,” is used as a collective term for the
song books of various popular narratives in Cantonese, particularly the nan-
yin (southern tone) and lung-chou (dragon boat) types. Usually appearing in
engraved wooden booklets, many such works were mass-produced at alow
price in Canton and nearby areas like Tung-kuan and Fo-shan. They were
widely circulated at least since early Ch’ing times. In describing the popu-
larity of Mu-yii shu, Fu Kung-wang says:

Books printed from woodblocks available in the market num-
bered a few hundred in kind. Unengraved texts numbered over a
thousand. . . . This kind of song book is very popular, available
even in the “Three-family Village,” where books and newspapers
are inaccessible. You can find them in the small stands selling p’ao-
hua and ch’a-tsai (hair detergents used by village women).!

From this we can assume that the oral performances themselves were also
popular.

Nan-yin, lung-chou, mu-yii, pan-yen, yiieh-ou (chants in Cantonese), and
chieh-hsin (relief of emotion) all are song forms once popular in the Pearl
River delta region of Kuang-tung. They declined only after the middle of
this century. These folk arts share quite a few common characteristics, the
most conspicuous of which being the use of the Cantonese dialect. They
differ from each other, however, in the degree of colloquialism, the literary
and musical style, as well as the performing convention and milieu. Yiieh-
ou has the most refined language; sometimes it was used by the literati as a
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means of self-expression. Lung-chou was performed by street players who
were on a par with beggars, but not blind, as most of the nan-yin players
were.

Lung-chou does not use musical instruments, except for a small drum and
a small gong hung on the neck of the player. Nan-yin is usually accompanied
by music during the performance. Except for the beginning part, techni-
cally called ying-t’ou, “shadow head,” where three-character sentences are
found, a typical work of nan-yin is composed of seven-character sentences.
Nan-yin works were often written by learned men. Consequently, their lan-
guage is artistic and their form fixed. This feature, according to Professor
Bell Yung, distinguishes #an-yin from mu-yii, which is chiefly improvisa-
tional.?

Some of the nan-yin works are well-crafted and artistically sound. “Hua-
chien chi,” “Erh ho-hua shih,” and “Chin-so yiian-yang” are noted repre-
sentatives. In fact, they were even named as the eighth, the ninth and the
tenth among “talent books,” following Chin Sheng-t’an’s (1619-1661)
scheme in evaluating literary Chinese classics. “Hua-chien chi” was even
translated into English in 1824 and into German in 1836 by Peter Perring
Thoms and Heinrich Kurz respectively.? Other popular nan-yin songs in-
clude “K’o-t’u ch’iu-hen,”* “Nan shao-i,” “Ho Hui-ch’iin t'an wu-keng,”
and “Ch’u ch’tieh liao A-Chiu.””

Mu-yii is considered a sub-category of nan-yin.® But because improvisa-
tion plays such a major part, mu-yii works may not always have a fixed text.
Moreover, mu-yii is usually longer than nan-yin. It may have a story, usually
adapted from official history, myth and folklore, which can take sometimes
tens or hundreds of hours to finish.

The names of these singing arts could be used interchangeably and also
the same song might be presented in the nan-yin, mu-yii, and lung-chou gen-
res. Furthermore, some of the songs do not have stable texts. Thus, Mu-yii
shu represent only the printed form of the song in any time and place.

Ch’ii Ta~chiin (1630-1696) wrote the following about singing in Kuang-
tung:

The Cantonese customarily like songs . . . (These songs) may be
up to a hundred or a thousand words long. They are accompanied
by san-hsien. The tune is that of t’ai-ts’ou, and the middle chord is
seldom struck at the beginning and the end. This kind of song is
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called mo-yii song. When women gather together during festivals,
blind singers are employed to perform these songs.’

Ch’i here brings out two interesting facts about the singing of Mu-yii shu.
First, women were the main audience in private performance; second, blind
people were the performers.

Women in fact constituted an important reading group of Mu-yii shu; they
were the main consumers. In a society where only men were highly edu-
cated, Mu-yii shu served the function of educating women. The female au-
dience learned characters, history, folklore and other things from the per-
formances.

Many of the main characters in Mu-yii shu are commonplace women, and
their theme often emphasizes sisterly love. In some cases, as in “Shih-erh
shih-ch’en,” lesbian love is suggested. Some Mu-yii shu directly relate to the
rituals and customs of women. For example, “San-ku hui-men” describes,
in a story form, the whole ritual process of a young woman during her mar-
riage. The background of “Ch’i-hsi tsan-hua” is set on the seventh day of
the seventh month, the festival of Ch’i-hsi. The song provides an account of
the custom of ch’i-ch’iao as practised in that festival.

Textual evidence indicates that women were the intended readers of the
Mu-yii shu. In the ending of Meng Jih-hung mai-hsien K’uei-hua chi, printed
by Ch’in-hsiang ko, we read:

The whole set of “K’uei-hua chi”” having been performed,
Men and women are in high spirits,

Although the lines are made up by colloquial words,

They would be kept in the lady’s quarter to be talked about.

In Wu Yiian kuo-kuan, printed by I-wen t’ang, we also find:

In leisure, I adapt the official history into songs,

To present them to the ladies for reading after their embroidery work.
Although the expressions are nothing new or crafted,

They help to kill time and relieve one’s sadness.

Similar expressions are found in Wu-se ho-hua:

I copy Wu-se ho-hua, not only because I have an affection for the ancients.
It is an unusual romance in our county,
Yet who knows even a bit of it.

<19 -
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I better put the whole event into words, spreading it to the ladies in the
pavilion.?

Blind men and women are a group who specialized in these songs. In old
China, fortune telling and popular song narratives were two professions al-
most exclusively for the blind. In chapter 54 of Ju-lin wai-shih, a blind man
is invited to tell the ailing P’in-niang her fortune. One can tell from Wu
Ching-tzu’s description that the fortuneteller on that occasion also performs
an oral narrative. The vehicle for that was probably t’an-tz’u, since the set-
ting of the chapter is Nanking.® Wu Ching-tzu’s depiction is also in accord
with this description by Juan K’uei-sheng (1727-1739):

Blind girls performed p’i-p’a (here meaning popular narrative) al-
ready in Yian times and now this flourishes especially in the
Chiang-Huai area. Recently there are also many such perform-
ances in the capital.’

In Cantonese, the male blind singer is called ku-shih, or colloquially mang-
kung, whereas the female blind performer is called shih-niang. The musical
instruments used by the male singers are cheng and san-hsien.’ The instru-
ment used by the female singer is usually a yang-ch’in.

According to the recollection of some blind singers, mang-kung practised
fortune telling for their customers during the day. In the evening they puta
cheng on their left front arm. Using the same hand to control a pair of
wooden clappers, the p’ai-pan, they played the cheng with their right fingers
and walked on the street to attract customers. They would be called to sing
in their houses, or before the customers’ tables in a restaurant. Some of the
more skillful and reputed singers did not have to perform in public, but
were often invited to the individual’s house to give private performances.'
In Ch’ing-pai lei-ch’ao, in the entry on “blind girl singing narratives,” we
read:

In Canton there are blind girls, mang-mei, who perform narrative.
The songs they sing are mo-yii songs, which are accompanied by
yang-ch’in and are melodious and pleasant to listen to. These girls
are invited to play in family quarters for celebrations. Girls led
along the streets by old women and who wait to be called are not
the better performers.

Among the clientele were amateur musicians who enjoyed blind singers’

« 20 -
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MU-YU SHU

performances at their private music gatherings. At such gatherings their
musically inclined friends would come for sheer enjoyment or to learn mu-
sic from each other. During the break, they would have congee and fried
noodles as snacks. After the night snack, the performance continued into
the morning. This kind of performance was called teng-lung chii (lantern
gathering).*

The history of Mu-yii shu can be traced back to the latter part of the Ming
(1368-1644).15 One of earliest extant Mu-yii shu texts, “Hua-chien chi,” was
printed in 1713, during the Ch’ing dynasty K’ang-hsi era. (See [lustration
1.) The printing of Mu-yii shu stopped only after the middle of the twentieth
century, when the traditional singing arts were gradually replaced by mod-
ern entertainment. Before that, at least some 400 titles were published and
widely circulated in south China and Southeast Asia.

So far at least four important scholarly catalogues of Mu-yii shu have been
produced. Because they have been compiled in different regions we get a
general sense of the writing and marketing of Mu-yii shu in different areas.

The first catalogue was compiled by Wolfram Eberhard. It is an anno-
tated catalogue of thirty-eight items based on the Mu-yii shu collection in the
Munich State Library. It was published in Taipei under the title Cantonese
Ballads by the Orient Cultural Service in 1972. This catalogue also includes
a xerox copy of “Wan-su liang-hsiao,” one of the earliest Mu-yii shu, printed
in 1778.

The catalogue of Mu-yii shu in Hong Kong University was compiled by
Leung Pui-chee, a specialist in this field.'” It is titled Wooden-Fish Books:
Critical Essays and an Annotated Catalogue Based on the Collections in the Uni-
versity of Hong Kong, and was published by the University of Hong Kong in
1978. It is based on materials in the Fung Ping Shan Library and the Centre
of Asian Studies of the University of Hong Kong. The first part is a detailed
annotation of 207 items of nan-yin and lung-chou; the second part consists of
an analytical study of the Mu-yii shu as a genre. It includes the contents of
several types of Mu-yii shu, and discusses their spread and influence, their
engraving and publishing, and a bibliography of Mu-yii shu studies. Leung’s
work is critical for the study of Cantonese folk culture.

In 1982 the Shu-mu wen-hsien ch’u-pan-she in Peking published an an-
notated catalogue of Mu-yii shu under the title Mu-yii ko Ch’ao-chou ko hsii-
lu. The compilers, T’an Cheng-pi and T’an Hstin, included 154 items of
nan-yin and 126 items of lung-chou, exceeding in quantity the two mentioned

.22.
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above. (The authors make no mention of their bibliographic sources.) The
catalogue proper is prefaced with a critical study of Mu-yii shu that skillfully
traces the origin and historical development of the genre.

There is yet another larger collection, the well-known collection of
Chinese oral literature in the Institute of History and Philology of the Aca-
demia Sinica in Taiwan entitled Chung-yang yen-chiu-yiian li-shih yii-yen yen-
chiu-so so ts’ang su-ch’ii tsung-mu mu-Iu. It lists more than 350 items of nan-yin
and lung-chou, and may be the largest collection of Mu-yii shu in the world.
It is built on the work of Liu Fu and Li Chia-jui,'® who drew materials from
the Ch’e wang fu ch’ii-pen collection, and the collections of the Peking Li-
brary, National Palace Museum, and the Institute of History and Philology
in the 1930s. The entire collection was shipped to Taiwan in 1949, and in
1965 it was opened to the public at the suggestion of Professor Rulan Chao
Pian. A catalogue was prepared by Professor Tseng Yung-i and his assist-
ants in the early 1970s.%

The Gest Library has a special collection of Mu-yii shu, comprising more
than 130 items of nan-yin and 60 of lung-chou.? Most of the texts were
printed by Wu-kuei t'ang and I-wen t’ang. These books, I believe, were
bought from Hong Kong and include many valuable items not to be found
in the collection of the University of Hong Kong. Some items are also not
available in the other three catalogues. (See Illustration 2.)

Like many other texts of popular literature, Mu-yii shu are not just song
books, but are a record of Cantonese colloquial expressions and aspects of
Cantonese marriage and death rituals that are now rarely observed. Besides,
since Kuang-tung was closely tied to China’s revolutions early in this cen-
tury, Mu-yii shu, a popular and sometimes even propagandistic literature,
reflect the contemporary political situation and political consciousness of
Cantonese people. (See Illustration 3.) Thus, they are not only good re-
search material for scholars of popular literature and folklore, but are also
valuable documents for linguists, social and political historians, anthropol-
ogists, and sociologists. They have already attracted the attention of 2 num-
ber of scholars, and more comprehensive and intensive research is ex-
pected.?

« 24 .
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Mu-yii ko Ch’ao-chou ko hsii-lu
mu-yii shu

Mu-yii shu ti nei-yung yii liu-ch’uan chi
ch’i yen-chiu ti kuo-ch’ii yii hsien-tsai

Nan-shao-i
nan-yin

Pai Chii-jung
p’ai-pan
pan-yen
p’ao-hua

pi-pa
P’in-niang
Rulan Chao Pian
Sai-shing Yung
san-hsien
San-ku hui-men
Sawada Mizuho
Shih-erh shih-ch’en
shih-niang

Shih-t’an Kuang-tung ch’ii-i i-shu yiian-
lin

Shu-mu wen-hsien ch’u-pan she
Shuo su-wen-hstieh
t’ai-ts’ou

T’an Cheng-pi
T’an Hsiin
t'an-tz’u
teng-lung chi
Torii Hisayasu
Tseng Yung-i

Tu Huan
Tung-kuan

Wan-su liang-hsiao
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MU-YU SHU

Wu Ching-tzu

Wu-kuei t’ang

Wu-se ho-hua

Wu Yiian kuo-kuan

yang ch’in

Yeh Hang

ying-t'ou

Yiieh-chii ko-yiieh chin pai nien lai ti
ch’ien-pien

Yiiech-chii Yieh-yiich li-shih tzu-liao
chan-lan

yleh-ou

Yiich-tiao shuo-ch’ang wen-hsiich yen-
chiu

Yiich-yiieh chan-lan chung ti Yieh-tiao
shuo-ch’ang
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