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The Harpsichord and Clavichord in China
during the Ming and Qing Dynasties

Joyce Z. Lindorff

The story of the harpsichord and clavichord in
China finds its roots in a timely reciprocity of inter-
ests, making possible the unlikely convergence of two
cultures. The result was a heyday, however tempo-
rary, for early Western keyboard instruments in China
during the late Ming and early Qing dynasties.

From Father Matteo Ricci's first gift of a clavichord
to the Ming emperor Wanli in 1601 to the death of
Father Joseph-Marie Amiot in 1793, the clavichord
and harpsichord were favorite instruments at the Chi-
nese court in Beijing—at times a curiosity, at other
times an important element in courtly musical life.
The Jesuits, eager to convert the Chinese to Chris-
tianity, found that the Chinese emperors attached
great importance to the study and practice of car-
tography, astronomy, clocks, and calendars—and
therefore music, considered akin to calendar study.
As a musical instrument, then, the clavichord or harp-
sichord was probably doubly intriguing: not only did
it represent the Western style of music-making, it
held inherent interest as an ingenious mechanical
device.

In addition, certain political conditions and philo-
sophical attitudes combined to provide a fertile back-
drop for cultural exchange. The late Ming dynasty
(see “Dynasties” sidebar, page 3) was not strongly
nationalistic, and as such was open to ideas from the
outside. In contrast, the powerful Qing emperors
Kangxi and Qianlong reasserted China's national
identity, making the country less dependent on out-
side influences but still receptive to foreign 1deas
which it incorporated according to its own needs.'

Secondly, gift giving served an important function
—as it still does today in Asia— in business trans-
actions and personal relationships. The harpsichords
and clavichords in China were mostly gifts given by
foreign delegations wishing to establish good rela-
tions with the emperor. This practice was not unique
to China. From the first documented examples in the
thirteenth century, keyboard instruments had been the
European diplomat's gift of choice. During the six-
teenth century clavichords or harpsichords had been

brought to Ethiopia and India by the Portuguese, to
Japan by the Jesuxts, and to Russia and Turkey by
English merchants.” Third, the Ming Chinese ideal of
the amateur manifested itself in the form of the cul-
tured official, a person well versed in a wide range of
arts.” This coincided with the similarly broad educa-
tional and cultural values of the Jesuits. Finally,
China was at the height of world civilization. The
educated classes enjoyed a high standard of living,
and in terms of culture and cultivating the arts the
Qing emperor Kangxi had much in common with
Louis XIV.* In his journals Matteo Ricci (Chinese
name: Li Madou) described his journey to Beijing in
1598, the goal of which was to convince the emperor
to allow the Jesuits to settle there. Among the vast
array of presents he transported from their base in
Nanjing was a manicordio, or clavichord. The Jesuits
did not receive the desired permission and so turned
back, but not before showing the gifts to a Beijing
magistrate. According to the journals, the sensation
caused by the gifts, which also included clocks and
religious statues, “and especially about the clavi-
chord was not only exaggerated it was almost ridicu-
lous.” On a second try in 1601, the same gifts were
brought back again, and this time the emperor
accepted them, granting the Jesuits’ request. In the
late Ming imperial government, the guolao were the
most highly educated dignitaries, whose decisions
regarding the affairs of the empire were submitted to
the emperor for his approval. When Ricci was peti-
(Continued on page 2)
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The Harpsichord in China...

tioning for permission for the Jesuits to settle in
Beijing, he was warmly received by the guolao. (See
illustration 1.)

The presents were paraded across town in a big
display. Four eunuchs were sent by the emperor to
learn to play the clavichord. Ricci had predicted the
need for a clavichord teacher, and so had arranged in
Nanjing for Lazzaro Cattaneo to instruct the priest
Diego Pantoja in harpsichord repertoire and tuning.
Each of the eunuchs studied one piece in daily les-
sons given by Pantoja. After one month, all the
eunuchs had learned their music, and Ricci had com-
posed hlS “Eight Songs for a Western String Instru-
ment,”® which were lyrics with moralistic themes, set
to these same clavichord pieces. They became very
popular, and were printed in both Italian and Chinese.

In his letters, Ricci writes that in 1605 masses were
sung to the accompamment of the clavichord in their
small church.” In 1606 the Beijing mission was offi-
cially opened, and Chinese scholars recorded hearing
and seeing the Western instruments there. The clavi-
chord presented by Ricci was originally called xigin
(Western musical string instrument). Subsequent Chi-
nese writers used a variety of descriptive and colorful
terms for the instrument, among them a’axzvang qin
(musical instrument from the Atlantic),’ ya gin
(graceful instrument), fan qin (foreign instrument),
tian gin (heavenly instrument), tie si gin (iron wire
instrument), gishier gin (72- string instrument), shou
gin (hand instrument), yang gin (foreign 1mtrument)
and dajian gin (big keyboard instrument).’

In 1640, the emperor Congzhen charged the mis-
sionary and astronomer Johann Adam Schall (see
illustration 3, page 5) with the restoration of the
famous clavichord given by Ricci, by then stored in
the emperor's treasure house. In addition, the emperor
asked the priest for a Chinese translation of the
inscriptions written on the instrument:

LAUDATE IN CYMBALIS BENE SONANTIBUS

(Praise him upon loud cymbals; from Psalm 150)
and

LAUDATE NOMEN EIUS IN CHORO;
IN TYMPANO ET PSALTERIO PSALLANT EI

(Praise His name with singing and with a’rums, play
to Him on the lute; from Psalm 149)"

Schall went several steps further. He returned the
tuned, repaired clavichord with a psalm melody to
practice as well as a keyboard instruction book he
had written out in Chinese (now unfortunately lost).

The emperor wanted him to build another clavi-
chord just like this one. A Chinese artisan from
(Continued on page 3)
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Henan named Xu Fuyuan was asked to make the
strings, which were called silver silk. But Xu died
suddenly upon his arrival i in Beljmg, and the new
clavichord was never built."" In 1654, historian Tan
Qian went to Beijing to see Schall. He recorded his
impressions of the items brought by the Europeans in
Bei You Lu (Record of the Northern Journey).
Among these items was a clavichord, apparently
demonstrated for him, along with a musical score:

The gin has iron wires. The casket-like box is five
feet lengthwise and about nine inches high. A middle
board divides it. Above the board are forty-five strings
arranged over a slant, left to right, and tied to small
pins. There is another slant. Under this slant are hidden
small protrusions, the same in number as the strings. On
a lower level is a corresponding row of forty-five keys.
The hand presses them and the pitch sounds as in the
score. An elegantly decorated book of high quality
paper was on a stand. A carved quill was used to touch
the ink and write from left to rlght—the Chinese
cannot recognize this writing.'” (See illustration 2.)

In 1644 Schall was appointed director of the em-
peror's Bureau of Astronomy for his accuracy in
predicting an eclipse of the sun. Caught in the com-
plex web of politics, he was later accused of spying
and sentenced to death, but because of his age was
permitted to live out his life under house arrest.
Christianity was at that time banned by the court.”
After Schall's death in 1666, another priest, Ferdi-
nand Verbiest—himself under house arrest—took
over the astronomy work. By then, Kangxi was em-
peror (see illustration 4), and appointed Verbiest
director of the astronomy bureau.

In the meantime, Dutch visitors, including a harpsi-
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Chinese Dynasties and Emperors
during the Western baroque period
Ming Dynasty (1368-1644)

Emperors:
Wanli 1572-1620
Taichang 1620
Tianqi 1620-27
Congzhen 1628-44

Qing (Manchu) Dynasty (1644-1911)

Emperors:
Shenqi 1644-61
Kangxi 1661-1722
Yongzheng 1722-35
Qianlong 1736-96

Le P. Ricel st ZI Ko-lao,

Hlustration 1: Father Ricci and Zi Ko-lao. Louis Pfister, S.J.,
Notices biographiques et bibliographiques... (Shanghai:
Imprimerie de la Mission Catholique, 1932 and 1934), 31.

chordist and a trumpeter brought over another harp-
sichord i in 1656 Kangxi was reported to have

cymbals and spinets... in great numbers in all his
palaces X cymbal or a spinet in almost every apart-
ment...,”'® the result of many similar gifts of clavi-
chords and harpsichords from European visitors to
the Chinese court.

The prohibition on Christianity was not strict, as it
allowed certified missionaries to continue their work.
Moreover, Father Verbiest, in addition to his position
as astronomer, served as Kangxi's music teacher.
Kangxi professed respect for the different philosophy
of the missionaries, although he did not agree with
their views and resented some of their own interpreta-
tions of Chinese philosophy as ignorant. But Kangxi
believed in learning through experience, and so ap-
preciated the presence of the foreigners in his court.

gErEEr

As Schall's and Verbiest's circumstances demon-
strate (as well as Pedrini's, as will be seen later),
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foreigners in the Chinese court walked a thin
line between the roles of influential dignitary
and political prisoner. The relationship
between the priests and the emperors seems to
have been one of mutual respect, but subject to
the exacting intricacies of bureaucracy and
protocol. Never inclined to accept the Western
ways whole-heartedly, Kangxi nevertheless
supported the international exchange of ideas
and knowledge—though partly to enhance his
empire on his own terms. The emperor was
mainly interested in absorbing and applying
the Europeans' knowledge of astronomy, cal-
endars, cartography, and weaponry. Similarly,
the priests, mainly Jesuits, were willing to
serve the emperors and live as Chinese intel-
lectuals and officials in order to win trust and
better carry out their purpose. This practice
caused great upheaval within the Catholic
church, ultimately coming to a crisis involving
the Pope in 1706. Great damage was done to
the Christian missionary effort in China and
the relationships forged by the Jesuits, but one
certain byproduct of this unusual alliance was
a unique cultural exchange.

Verbiest suggested that Kangxi appoint
Father Thomas Pereira as the palace musician.
Pereira, who knew both Western and Chinese
music, arrived in 1673. Verbiest wrote that in
1676 the emperor had invited Fathers Pereira
and Grimaldi to perform for him on the harpsi-
chord. Numerous other accounts mention that
an organ as well as a harpsichord had been
given to Kangxi by the two priests, and that

AEES NEH HTEFRE RENEE. SR X @R R

L HITEZIEEr NEFE. L2307 | RAHBEN.ZEH

o=t
>

o}RTE

“112 threads,” obviously a harpsichord with
two sets of strings. “Pu an zouw” (“Chant in the
Buddhist Temple”) was originally a gugin
solo, and it in fact only had a one-line melody.
Perhaps Father Ripa misunderstood this when
he wrote his derogatory comment about
Kangxi playing with one finger! But Kangxi
was not always pleased with the Western
music. In Beijing, 1699, priests who knew
music formed an ensemble under Thomas
Pereira. One day they invited Kangxi to attend
a performance. “The concert began, and those
priests who knew how played the clavecin,
flute, bass viol, violin and bassoon. These
intruments created so much discord that the
emperor, after hearing the opening bars, put
his hands to his ears, crying loudly, ‘enough,
enough... the truth is, I am not accustomed to
out-of-tune concerts...”””

Theodorico Pedrini (Chinese name: De Lige)
was a central figure in the history of the harp-
sichord in China. After a tortuous nine-year
odyssey, he finally arrived in Beijing in 1711,
the first Lazarist to settle there, and he suc-
ceeded Pereira as the music master to the
emperor. Pedrini served the court until his
death in 1746. He was received graciously by
the emperor because of his ability to play
many instruments and especially to perform
Chinese songs on the viol and harpsichord.
The emperor auditioned him on the basis of his
harpsichord playing and tuning.” Kangxi was
so pleased with Pedrini's abilities that when
first told Pedrini knew no Chinese language,

they performed on both.'” Although, according
to Father Ripa, Kangxi had too often received
undeserved praise for playing with only one
finger,"® the emperor demonstrated some Chi-
nese songs. Pereira then wrote down these
songs and was able to repeat them exactly after

Hlustration 2:
Mid-17th cen-
tury Chinese
observer’s des-
cription of a

the emperor replied that it was not important
since “cymbals are tuned with the hands, and
not with the tongue.” Pedrini was installed in
quarters near the emperor so as “to tune the
harpsichords, big and small, which the em-
peror possessed in great number and which he

the first hearing. “Kangxi could not believe his Claw.?ho"d .| had received as presents.” * (See illustration 5,
ears,” and complimented the Western nota- (Tan Qian, Bei page 7.)
You Lu, 46).

tional system Pereira had used. The priest was

Other evidence strongly suggests that harpsi-

rewarded w1th a great quantity of fine silk for
new robes.'’ As a result of Periera’s success,
Kangxi ordered that a music academy be formed
and ancient instruments be studied and built accord-
ing to the old descriptions. A four-volume book of
traditional Chinese music theory resulted. Pereira's
The Elements of Music formed the fifth volume, and
dealt with European music theory.”

The Chinese songs transcribed by Pereira very
likely included “Pu an zou,” since Kangxi's courtier
Gao Shiqi recorded that the emperor played this
song on an “iron thread musical instrument” with

chords were not only brought as gifts but also
built in China. Another missionary, Father Louis
Pernon, arrived in Beijing in 1698 and distinguished
himself as a maker of harpsichords, spinets and
other musical instruments for the emperor, as well
as an accomplished player of both flute and violin.”
He died only four years later. Perhaps Pedrini fin-
ished some of the instruments begun by Pernon.
According to Father Ripa’s journals™ and 2 letter
written in 1713 by Father Louis Appiani,”’ Pedrini’s
knowledge of instrument building—organs, harpsi-
chords, and other musical instruments—made him
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Hlustration 3: Adam Schall von Bell. Jean-Baptiste Du
Halde, A Description of ...China, English trans. by R.
Brookes, Vol. 2 (London: T. Gardner for Edward Cave,

1741). Used by permission of Hong Kong University Library

Rare Books Division,

a favorite at the Chinese court. As mentioned earlier,
at Kangxi's request Pedrini taught the emperor's sons
to play the Western keyboard, and also educated them
in principles of Western music—Kangxi believed it
was important to not just learn to play, but to under-
stand the theory of music. Pedrini also continued the
emperor's theory textbook begun by Pereira.

Pedrini often played the harpsichord for the em-
peror, and his efforts were rewarded, usually with
food.”® However, even Pedrini was jailed in 1720 for
refusing to kowtow (literally) to the emperor, an obli-
gation placed on all of the Europeans in the court.

Pedrini's twelve sonatas for violin and continuo of
opus 3% are the only known original compositions left
by a musician priest living in China during this
period. They were most likely composed there, dur-
ing Pedrini's long service. Movement titles include
French dance indications, and there is evidence of
Italian influence. Also in the Beijing National Library
are Opus I through IV of Corelli. These were previ-
ously thought to have been brought to China by
Pedrini, but it has been determined that Pedrini must
have received them there at a later date.’® Future
study will determine how much Pedrini's sonatas
have in common with those of Corelli, and what other

sources influenced his style.

A succession of other musicianly priests accom-
panied and succeeded Pedrini in the Chinese court. In
1742 Father Jean Walter played the harpsichord for
the emperor Qianlong. With Father Florian Joseph
Bahr, he was asked to compose eighteen pages of
songs and music for the court. Soon after, however,
the emperor lost interest; Eurognean music was sud-
denly out of favor at the court.”’ One of the last of the
harpsichordists in China was Father Joseph-Marie
Amiot. Invited by Kangxi, he spent forty-three years
in Beijing and died there in 1793. Amiot played the
flute and the harpsichord. His Memoires de la
Musique des Chinois tant anciens que modernes
(Beijing, 1776) proved to be an important contribu-
tion to the understanding of Chinese music in Europe
and was widely read in France.

Now the tide had turned; because of the European
presence in China, the West could begin to learn
about the music of the East. In his preface Amiot
describes his attempt to establish a rapport with Chi-
nese musicians by playing them harpsichord and flute
works of the great French masters. Amiot failed to

T
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Lllustration 4: Emperor Kangxi (Joachim Bouvet,
Histoire de I’empereur de la Chine,; The Hague, 1699;
repr. Tianjin, 1940).
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move them. When asked their opinion of the
Western music, they answered with the greatest
politeness, “Your music was not made for our
ears, nor our ears for your music... so it is not
surprising that its beauty cannot move us as does

that of our own music... which goes
from the ear to the heart, and from
there to the very soul. This we under-
stand and feel; but the music you
play does not have this same effect
on us. Our ancient music was entirely
different... one simply listened and
was overwhelmed.””

As these reactions attest, by this
time Western music did not hold the
same interest for the Chinese that it
did during the Kangxi period. After
almost two centuries, the era of the
harpsichord had come to an end in
China.

FEEEF

The story of the harpsichord and
clavichord in China as it is here
described only scratches the surface.
More details are likely to emerge for
several reasons: 1) Currently the
jurisdiction of the Jesuit archives in
Beijing is unclear. When this is
eventually resolved, the records
housed there can finally be made
available to researchers. 2) Some of
the records might exist in both Chi-
nese and a Western language,
because so many of the priests wrote
in Chinese, but sent records in their
European languages back to their
home missions. It is therefore possi-
ble that some of the presumed lost
materials might in fact be found,
either in China or Europe. 3) There is
now renewed interest in this period
of cultural exchange among music
researchers in China. Because of the
difficulties of procuring European
materials in China, and Chinese
materials in the West, a joint East-
West partnership approach seems the
most likely way to succeed. In this
vein, one hopes that positive schol-
arly by-products might result from
the 1997 return of Hong Kong to
China.

In future investigations of early
Western keyboard instruments in

China, areas of exploration should include organol-
ogy and iconology. It would be instructive to specu-
late about what instruments might have been brought
over, and the European building styles which might

Chronology of specific references

to the instruments in China
Ming period

1601

1605

1606

1640

Ricci brings a manicordio (clavichord) as gift to the
emperor of China. Four eunuchs each learn to play one
song. Ricci writes the lyrics: Eight Songs for Western
String Instruments. Chinese Ming official Linheng
Wang writes of hearing the pipe organ and clavichord
played in Macau.™

Mass is sung in Beijing to the accompaniment of the
clavichord.

Jesuits open the Beijing mission; Chinese scholars
record seeing the Western instruments.

Schall discovers the clavichord presented by Ricci in
the emperor's treasure house; Emperor Congzhen
orders him to repair it and build another like it (but this
instrument was never built). Schall prepares a
clavichord instruction book, in Chinese (now lost).

Qing period

1654

1656

cl1676/9

cl699

1698-1702

1711

1776

Historian Tan Qian visits Schall at the new Xuanwomen
Church. He describes in detail a tian gin (heavenly
musical instrument—possibly the clavichord brought
by Ricci).

Dutch envoys bring a harpsichord as a gift for the
emperor.

Grimaldi and Pereira give Kangxi a harpsichord. At
Kangxi's request, Pereira writes out Chinese music in
Western notation and plays it for him on the
harpsichord.

French Jesuits perform a quintet, which includes a
clavecin; Kangxi finds the performance out of tune and
orders them to stop playing.

Pernon is described as maker and tuner of clavecins
and epinettes for the emperor.

Pedrini arrives in Beijing, where he will live until his
death in 1746. He is appointed imperial palace music
teacher, to perform, teach the princes, and tune the
many harpsichords kept by the emperor in almost every
room.

Amiot describes playing French harpsichord and flute
pieces for Chinese listeners.
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have influenced instrument designs of Pernon,
Pedrini, and others in China. Research on the organs
both brought to and built in China would be a logical
parallel area of study; there is much material avail-
able on this subject. A closer look at court scrolls and
paintings might yield images of Western keyboards. It
is remotely possible that harpsichords and clavi-
chords might have survived somewhere in China
(although destruction by fire was the fate common to
many historical wooden relics). Furniture collections
both in and outside mainland China could conceiv-
ably harbor surviving instruments.

The history of the harpsichord and clavichord in
China was a particular moment in time which faded
away, not unlike the initial 250-year life of the instru-
ments themselves. Study of the flourishing of these
early Western keyboards in Beijing may serve to
open up new literature, or add to our knowledge of
harpsichord builders, perhaps yielding even more
secrets of this little explored area of baroque music
history. &

This essay grew out of an article written in
1991 for the forthcoming Garland Encyclopedia
of Keyboard Instruments, Vol. 2: The Clavi-
chord and Harpsichord (Igor Kipnis, editor)
and from papers read at the 1993 Annual Meet-
ing of the Royal Music Association and at the
First Annual Symposium of The Westfield Center
last fall. The author wishes to thank Igor Kipnis,
Dr. Tao Yabing (Central Conservatory of Music,
Beijing), Prof. Lynn Struve (Indiana University),
Lu Hongwei (Fudan University, Shanghai), Beth
Kelly, Kenneth Fung (Cornell University
Library), Yau Shek Fung (Hong Kong Baptist
University), Prof. Siu Wai Yu (The Chinese
University of Hong Kong), Prof. Fredric Lieber-
man (University of California at Santa Cruz)
and Dave Lindorff for their valuable assistance
in preparing this article. The author uses stan-
dard pinyin transliteration for Chinese words,
but original spellings are preserved in all titles
and quotations.
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