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On the Spinning Dance

Hsu, Mei-ling*
Abstract

The nobles at court in the Tang and Song Dynasties enjoyed music and dance. The
exclusive dancing gradually diminished after the Song Dynasty. However, the performers
who excelled in song and dance remained active at court and the upper class of society. The
nobles kept performers at home as well as at court. Related documents appeared in poems
and journals of the Song Dynasty such as Ouyang Shou’s lyric entitled*“Jan Tse Mulan Hua

Balcony is facing the morning sun. Fair weather with pale moon and clouds hang low.
There are jade green curtain and light breeze. Graceful music and dance sometimes break
the tradition. Fragrance is permeating and sleeves are waving. Tsu ladies with naturally
thin waists sweat underthick powder. After drinking, they remain intact in the slightly chilly
air.

Under advocacies of the rulers, song and dance became popular in society. Performers
filled the rooms with magnificent tunes of song and dance. Most of them were professional
dancers who attached themselves to the powerful and the rich. They not only advanced the
art of dancing, but also turned to the general public and became the primary figures of
dancing and theatric arts.

In the Song Dynasty, the sequence of music during banquet and celebration started
first with the royal officials performing slow tunes. After bili, a kind of pipe, was
played,“the untraditional tunes and spinning dance” would finalize the sequence. The
lively rhythms of traditional and untraditional tunes which accompanied free dancing by
the dancers were helpful to the development of the dramatic phrases and lyrics of songs.
Moreover, the scattering of large-scale tunes became predecessors of northern and southern
tunes. The solo singers in the variety shows of the Yuan Dynasty were difficult to
distinguish from characters of the large-scale tunes. Did it have to do with the solo
performer in “the spinning dance” ? All these need to be fully explained. Besides, the huge
banqguets in the Song Dynasty were the same as those in the Liao Dynasty. At first, bili was
played and accompanied by singers. Then“the three-stage performance” was similarly
produced.Were“the hand dancers” of the Liao Dynasty the same as“the spinning dancers

”

of the Song Dynasty? The uncertainty of Mr. Fong Shaunbei about*“the spinning dance
" in the Pictorial History of Chinese Dance also attracted my attention.

What was the sequence of“the three-stage spinning dance” in the Song Dynasty? Was
it slow dance by the high officials or the drinking dance by hundreds of courtiers? How
was“the spinning dance™ used in traditional and untraditional tunes? What were the special

phenomena of“the spinning dance” ? Were those wrappings of purple gowns and golden



belts, outlandish costumes and makeup of*the spinning dancers” related to“the Shitou” ,
the head dancer? Did it influence“the step dance” in operas of the Jing Dynasty? These are
the critical points of discussion in this paper.
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