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The Gradual Transition from “Song” (Odes) to “Ya” ( Elegances)

— An Investigation of the Relationship Between Poetry and Rituals

Based on the Ancestral Worship and Agricultural Ceremony Poems in The Book of Songs
Li Shan

Abstract ; From “Song” (Odes) to “Ya” (Elegances) and then to “Feng” (Ballads) , there exists a significant transformation in

the internal literary history of The Book of Songs. Taking the use of poetry in ancestral worship and agricultural ceremonies as the re-

search object helps to examine the evolutionary relationship between “Song” and “Ya”. Starting from the “Da Wu” Music Chapters of

the early Zhou Dynasty, poems became the verbal interpretation of the meaning of ceremonies. Without the verbal interpretation of po-

ems, the meaning of ceremonies would be difficult to comprehend, so the role of poems grew and became indispensable. This is the

starting point for observing the transition from “Song” to “Ya”. Beyond “Song” , some ceremonies still required “Ya” because they

needed new and more complex verbal interpretations. This triggered further changes: poems transcended rituals and began to express

more meanings of life. “Song” belongs to the ancient music form, while “Ya” belongs to the ritual music of the Western Zhou Dynasty.

The two are in an evolutionary relationship, with the reform of ceremonies serving as the link. Poetry was contained within rituals but e-
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ventually broke through them, which is reflected in the literary level as the gradual transition from “Song” to “Ya”.

Key words: The Book of Songs;ancestral worship; agricultural affairs; verbal interpretation; changes in rituals
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