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An Analysis of Zhou Deqing’s

Theory of Language and Prosody for Northern

Sanqu and Zaju

Hueimian Li

Abstract

This article deals with the background of the Zhongyuan yinyun

, a book compiled by Zhou Deqing specifically for use with northern

sanqu and zaju , its content and the close relationship between rules

for language and prosody, and finally with the development of the principle

“embellishment of language and perfection of prosodic rules” (wen lü shuang

mei ) as a major aesthetic criterion for northern sanqu and zaju during

the Yuan and Ming dynasties. 

Zhou’s theory of prosodic rules consists of three parts: “differentiating

musical tunes” (mingqiang ), “identifying musical scores” (shipu )

and “discerning musical tones” (shenyin ).  On the surface, some of the

creative principles, such as “supplemented words” (chenzi ), “antitheses”

(duiou ), “end sentences” (moju ), “key points” (wutou ) and

first and second tones” (yinyang ), fall under the rubric of prosodic rules.

Nonetheless, prosodic rules cannot be separated from the embellishment of

language, just as the embellishment of language relies on prosodic rules.  In

other words, in Zhou s view extremely meaningful and beautiful language
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should be prosodically regulated at the same time that prosodic rules are to be

tempered by the art of language.  Zhou’s interlinking of the art of language and

prosodic rules unites these two elements and became the most important cre-

ative theory and appreciative criteria in the late Yuan and early Ming. He was

the first theorist to formulate a theory of language and prosodic rules for north-

ern sanqu and zaju.

Keywords: Zhou Deqing , theory of language and prosody (wen lü

lun), prosodic rule, embellishment of language, Zhongyuan yinyun
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