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Revelation of Several Groups of
Songs and Dances of the Shang Dynasty:
Starting with the Oracle-Bone Inscriptions “Wu Tang”

Ziyang Wang
Center for Oracle-Bone Studies, Capital Normal University

Music and songs were highly esteemed in the Yin dynasty (i.e. the Shang dynasty).
As such, sacrificial songs and dances were in abundance in the society of the Shang
dynasty so as to carry out sacrificial and entertainment rituals to gods. Previously, the
names of certain numbers of songs and dances were revealed by earlier scholars. In this
paper, I use the published materials on oracle-bone inscriptions as the basis to compare
and examine a multitude of relevant examples. I argue that the “so and so” (F:3%) in the
patterned phrase “today (the next day) 4 Yi (%i) so and so,” are indicative of the
names of the sacrificial songs or dances of the Yin dynasty. And Yi (%3) in the above
phrase conveys meanings associated with “performance” and “choreography.” It should
also be noted that this patterned phrase is found mainly in the groups “Chu” () and
groups “Bin Chu” (& H}) oracle-bone inscriptions. Accordingly, this paper reveals the
names of more than ten types of the Shang dynasty songs and dances, such as “Wu
Tang” (R.%), “Jie” (§), “Tao” (87), and “Guan” (5%). The revelation will enrich our
understanding of Shang dynasty’s ritualistic music and etiquette, and it in turn will also
benefit subsequent research on songs and dances of ancient China.

In addition, this paper carries out an elaborate examination of the names of the
known types of songs and dances. It is found that there are three ways of naming Shang
dynasty songs and dances: firstly, ancestral names such as “Wu Tang”; secondly, names
of hand-held dance instruments such as “Jie” (Efi) as revealed in this article, as well as
“Qi Dance” ((£%) and “Yue Dance” (§§£%) in ancient literatures; and thirdly, names
of dominant musical instruments, such as Tao (#4), Yong (), and Guan (5%).

Moreover, in exploring the word form and meaning of many oracle-bone scripts,

2

this article proposes the following interpretations. The oracle-bone inscription “ % s

previously interpreted as “Zhi” (&), may be reinterpreted as “Jie” (£i) of “Jing jie”
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(J#€fT), which is in accordance with Mr. Ma Wei Qing’s (FE#4JiH) theory on “Jing jie”
(J#€H). Through lexical comparison and association of word forms, I argue that the
oracle-bone inscription “ W” may be analyzed as follows: its semantic element is “Le”
(4%) and its phonetic element is “f7.” Also, “Huan” (&) of “Yi Huan” (% &) and
“Huang” (=) of “Xue Huang” (%) should be respectively pronounced as “Guan”

(5%) and “Huang” (&) of “Huang Wu” ({£4£). Still more, “Yi" (%) of “Yi so and s0”

(%5 F-H) denotes performance and the oracle-bone inscription “ % ” denotes

“complete” (2£, Zu) and “finish” (%, Sui).

Keywords: oracle-bone inscriptions, sacrificial songs and dances, Yin dynasty,

philological study of ancient scripts
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