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ABSTRACT

In the Chinese art song repertoire, “How can I help but think of you” has
long enjoyed enormous prestige since its publication in the 1920s. The song
is memorable not only because of its innovative use of language by Liu
Bannong in the lyrics but also because of the ingenious arrangement of
tonalities, forms, and melodies by Chao Yuen Ren in the music. This essay
will be devoted to a cultural and empirical analysis of the song, with the
aim of understanding the efforts made by eminent scholars at the early
stage of modernization of Chinese music and language. To this end, we
will first explore how the lyrics are structured phonetically and
syntactically. Tonal complexity and ambiguity in the music will then be
analyzed, followed by the discussion of gi-chéng-zhudn-hé in the musical
form. The pentatonicism embedded in the song and its relationship with
what generally makes music “sound Chinese” will also be examined. In the

Acknowledgments We offer this essay in honor of the memory of Professor Chao Yuen Ren, to
whom the founding issue of the Journal of Chinese Linguistics was dedicated in 1973. We would
like to thank the two anonymous reviewers for their invaluable comments which helped us
to enrich the paper. We would also like to thank Jiaqi QU and Yaching TSAI for their
inspiring discussions on the topics explored in this essay and the help with the jidnpii notation
input.

Ivan Yifan ZOU (45—, corresponding author) [Chethoven@gmail.com]; Department of
Music, The University of Hong Kong, Pokfulam Road, Hong Kong SAR, China;

@ nhttps://orcid.org/0000-0003-4264-4982

39



40 JOURNAL OF CHINESE LINGUISTICS VOL.50, NO.1 (2022)

end, we will also review an essential concept, yijing (or mindscape), in
Chinese aesthetics and philosophy to better appreciate how various
components in the music and lyrics together contribute to the aesthetic
success of the song.
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1. INTRODUCTION

Liu Fu X% (1891-1934), also known as Liu Bannong XI|2f- ¢, was
a Chinese intellectual who was among the earliest to receive Western
training in linguistics.! While in London in 1920, he wrote a Chinese poem
entitled Jido wo rihé bi xidang ta # AT AN (literally, teach me how
not to think of her) or, more simply, Rithé bu xicng ta WA A4 (How
can I not think of her). Among other aspects, the poem was noteworthy
because it introduced a new sinogram®>—¢a i “she.” Chinese did not
distinguish the third person singular pronoun by gender, e.g., ke versus she
in English; both are pronounced /ta/ and written ff.. Liu replaced the left
side of the sinogram, which is the radical rén A “person,” with the radical
nii % “woman.” This sinogram makes it clear that the poet intends that the
object of the longing is no longer ambiguous, at least when written—it is a
woman.

Liu Fu had a very talented brother called Liu Tianhua X|| K4 (1895—
1932), who was famous for revitalizing Chinese music tradition and
composing music for ériui .1, a traditional Chinese two-stringed bowed
instrument. Unlike most of his radical contemporaries, Liu Tianhua rose to
the challenge of modernizing Chinese music by integrating Western music
theories and techniques while preserving national characteristics. In 1926,
another musically talented scholar, Chao Yuen Ren X J0/T (1892—1982)%,
who shared similar musical ambition to Liu Tianhua, put the poem “How
can I not think of her” to music. Chao was the preeminent Chinese linguist
of his day and a leading composer who made the first attempt to compose
piano music in China. He composed many art songs to popularize what
were regarded as the avant-garde poems at the time, including the one
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