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THE INTERRELATIONSHIP BETWEEN MELODY AND WORD 

IN CHINESE VOCAL ART 
Взаємозв’язок мелодії та слова в китайському вокальному 

мистецтві 
 
The aesthetics of Chinese music are inseparable from traditional culture, at 

the core of which lie moral and philosophical concepts based on the harmonious 
interconnection between humanity, nature, and the cosmos. In ancient Chinese 
culture, poetry and music were inseparable. Music not only had a profound influence 
on the formation of the content, themes, forms, and styles of Chinese poetry but also 
played a crucial role in the emergence, dissemination, and development of poetic art 
throughout the history of different dynasties. 

The very term “poetry” (詩 shi) in the Chinese language consists of two 

characters meaning “verse” and “song.” This indicates the inseparable bond between 
word and music. The emergence of ancient Chinese poetry inspired the creation of 
many musical works of both the past and the present — poetry and music have 
always accompanied each other. Poetry is considered the oldest form of literature, 
and like music, it reflects the emotional and spiritual world of humankind. Poetry 
and music can be compared to twin sisters, inseparably connected from birth. 

Each work from The Book of Songs (Shijing, 诗经 ) — the first poetic 

anthology of Ancient China — could be performed as a song. The collection is 
divided into three sections: Airs of the States, Odes, and Hymns, which are classified 
according to the musical character of the texts. Thus, already in the early stages of 
Chinese civilization, a tradition of synthesizing poetic and musical principles had 
taken shape. 

Among ancient Chinese poets, a special place belongs to Li Qingzhao (1084–
1155), a distinguished poetess of the Song dynasty. She regarded the ci (lyrics for 
singing) genre as a form of musical literature and believed that once the text loses 
its connection with music, its artistic value diminishes. The poetess attached great 
importance to the musicality of language, rhythm, and intonation, emphasizing that 
a poetic text must exist in unity with melody. Her aesthetic ideas have remained 
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relevant for centuries and exerted a significant influence on the development of 
Chinese poetics. 

The musical beauty of Chinese poetry manifests itself primarily in rhythm and 
rhyme. Rhythm in poetry performs the same function as in music — it creates rises 
and falls, determines emotional movement, and evokes a psychological response in 
the listener. Without rhythm, a song loses its emotional expressiveness. As an 
example of the harmonious combination of musicality and poetics, one may cite Li 
Qingzhao’s poem “Sheng Sheng Man” (Slow Dripping Drops of Rain), recognized 
as a masterpiece of musical and poetic beauty. 

Chinese vocal art, both traditional and modern, possesses its unique 
characteristics. Its foundation lies in a monophonic melody with a smooth, ribbon-
like development, devoid of polyphonic or harmonic structures. The melodic line is 
enriched with melismatic, improvisational ornamentation, lending the performance 
flexibility and expressiveness. In the traditional vocal style, falsetto is often 
employed as an expressive device, creating a distinctive artistic effect. 

In Chinese culture, the theme of music in poetry has always been popular. 
Vocal art represents an eternal form of creativity that originated in antiquity and 
continues to develop to this day. The spread of poetic singing contributed not only 
to the development of ancient culture but also ensured its continuity in contemporary 
art. The study of the cultural origins of poetry and music is an exceptionally 
promising field in the exploration of Chinese art. It allows for a deeper understanding 
of the patterns underlying the evolution of the musical-poetic tradition, the 
identification of internal connections between word and melody, and the 
comprehension of the significance of this interrelation in shaping the aesthetic ideals 
of Chinese culture. 

The fusion of poetry and music constitutes the fundamental essence of 
Chinese art, reflecting the harmony of the spiritual and natural principles. This 
synthesis defined the development of China’s vocal tradition, contributed to the 
formation of the national musical style, and continues to hold profound significance 
in contemporary artistic practice. 
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