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The Development and Meaning of Buddhist Music

with analysis of its effects on spiritual practice
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Abstract

Buddhist chanting, one of the Buddhist music, is widely used in daily rituals of
monastery practices, such as morning and evening service, taking meals adequately,
expounding Buddhist teachings, and holding Buddhist ceremonies. The purpose of
applying Buddhist chanting is to make the dharma practice complete. For Buddhist
laymen, spiritual inspiration can be gained by means of attending Buddhist
ceremonies or listening Buddhist music, which enables them to have further contact
with Buddhism, and to learn from Buddhism, and therefore to realize the meaning of
dharma practice more profoundly.

Consequently, since Buddhist music melodies are in accordance with dharma
teachings, Buddhist music can not only express feelings through music, it is capable
of lifting our minds to sublime state as well as pacifying the religious feelings of
disciples. The insight will make the practitioners to meditate from the dharma
teachings they chant, and search for Buddha nature and awareness. This is the power
of sounds.

Nowadays, temple communicates with the public more and more frequently, and
the way of preaching becomes more and more modern. From academic elucidating to
mass media broadcasting, Buddhist music always gives an aid to promoting dharma;
the role of Buddhist music is vague, and sometimes people do not emphasize on it
apparently. Furthermore, even the Buddhist practitioners do not regard Buddhist
chanting which they sing as a kind of music, and try to separate it from general music.
(alleged as non-music) Although the music style of Buddhist chanting is entirely
different from modern Buddhist music, actually, the current traditional Buddhist
chanting was used to be the popular music during the Sung, Yuan, Ming and the
Ching Dynasty. Buddhist groups gradually put an emphasis on the contemporary
Buddhist music, and try to have more music creation out of the tradition, so as to
make a connection between the temple and the public, which turns out to be the power
to facilitate the spread of Buddhist music.

The dissertation tries to discuss the role of music when practicing Buddhism.
Supposing that in the dharma ceremonies, there is no duty-distributor to initialize the
chanting, nor dharma instrument to guide and give rhythm, the ceremonies will have
difficulties to proceed, where the disciples cannot get access to dharma practice
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conveniently. As a consequence, the predominant role of Buddhist music can be
seen. The writer finds that in the preliminary Buddhist texts, the Buddhist precepts
have various kinds of restrictions on music. Nevertheless, after Mahayana was spread
to China, Buddhism music gained positive evaluation and development. According to
these opposite viewpoints, is there any conflict paradoxically? After all, what is the
meaning and influence of Buddhist music when applying on dharma practice? These
are the core questions this dissertation will try to discuss.

All in al, the research finds that the ultimate meaning and mission for Buddhist
music is to propagate the dharma, to integrate with the society and culture in each
period of time, and to develop its harmony between tradition and modernity; however,
regardless of tradition or modernity, Buddhist music in different countries, either
China or other Buddhist countries, has blended with music of that specific nation,
resulting many kinds of unique chanting ways. It can be contemplated that no matter
Buddhist music is in which generation or in what country, as long as it can propagate
the dharma and incorporate with dharma practice, besides cultivating religious
feelings and interest, it also can help to create another kind of musical pieces for
dharma music. It is expected to have such kind of combination of dharma practice. By
the creed of “contemplation of sounds to attain enlightenment”, dharma practice and
Buddhist music are veritable to be embraced together by “music connection.”

Key words: dharma practice, Buddhist music, Buddhist chanting, pacify, music
connection, contemplation of sounds to attain enlightenment
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