Observations on
Chinese Music Today

by Tang Liangxing

grandfather, uncles, and older brothers—would gather in the

eveningtoplay Jiangnan Sizhu [silkand bamboo] music. The
flourish and iridescence of “San Liu” (Three Six), the liveliness
and fluidity of “Xing Jie” (Wedding Processional), and the quiet
elegance of “Zhong Hua Liu Ban” (Flowery Six Beats) spilled out
onto the streets, attracting passersby and leaving a deep impres-
sion on my memory. In that neighborhood, the music of weddings,
funerals, and celebrations, the distinctive Daoist ensembles and
sonorous Buddhist chanting were often heard. In the summer,
songs of blind folk singers and cries of the street vendors would
join to form an intoxicating folk “symphony.” Even when I
became a professional musician, these remembered sounds of
childhood influenced my artistic consciousness.

I n my Shanghai childhood, the “Tang Family Band”—my

My early years in the orchestra learning about folk music and
regional theater forms such as Huju, Jingju, pingtan and dagu
gave me greater insight into Chinese music and deepened my love
for it. In a career spanning several decades, I have come to realize
that a good Chinese musician must come from the people, be
rooted in tradition, and have the courage to create. Without folk
music traditions, there would be no color; without a solid tradi-
tional base, there would only be superficiality; and without the
creative spirit, one is a mere follower of others.

In my teachers’ generation, Li Tingsong and Wei Zhongle are
both from the southern pipa tradition and had studied under Wang
Xuting. Through a lifetime of study and practice, they have
cultivated their individual styles. Li’s down-to-carth quality re-
flects the strength of his character. Wei’s gentle, yet expansive
style projects a different aesthetic. Of that generation’s other
instrumentalists, Sun Yude, with his pipa and qin background,
brings a genteel and scholarly southern touch to his xiao playing.
Lu Chunling’s ever-popular “Partridges in Flight,” “The Little
Cowherds,” and other works exude a potent Jiangnan Sizhu
flavor. Zhao Songting’s “San Wu Qi” (Three Five Seven) bears
the striking characteristics of Zhejiang Wuju. Feng Zicun’s di
playing is permeated with the rustic flavor of northern folk and
theatrical music. Music of the qin has long been graced by masters
Guan Pinghu’s stately style, Wu Jingle’s elegance, and Zhang
Zigian’s simple, charismatic style. Pipa master Lin Shicheng
inherited the natural and multifaceted style of the Pudong school,
but hasadvanced its theory and practice through years of study and
performance. The Pudong school’s most prominent heir, Liu
Dehai, has further absorbed Cao Anhe’s subtle strength and the
essence of Yingzhou Gudiao (Ancient Melodies of Yingzhou) to
form a highly individual style. Thus, all the old masters have
distinguished themselves through a solid foundation in traditional
music and with a firm command of folk stylistic nuances. The
importance lies in their ability to couple individual strengths with
creativeness to forge a distinctive style. Contention among stylis-
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Conference on 20th
Century Chinese
Musical Thought

by Gao Houyong

he “Conference on 20th Century

Chinese Musical Thought” called
by Professor Chen Kunyao of the Univer-
sity of Hong Kong’s Center of Asian
Studies and co-sponsored by the Hong
Kong Society for Ethnomusicology took
place on February 16, 1993 at the Univer-
sity. Theconference was part ofan agenda
on “Research on 20th Century Chinese
Musical Thought” proposed by Wu
Ganbo, Professor Emeritus of the Center
of Asian Studies Institute and Secretary
of the Hong Kong Society for
Ethnomusicology. It was also a follow-up
to Dr. C.C. Liu’s series of four confer-
ences on the history of modern Chinese
music.

In contemporary Chinese history, a
number of music scholars and intellectu-
als, intent on China’s modernization,
introduced Western music idioms and
techniques to create new music and re-
form national music [guoyue, i.c., Chi-
nese music]. Nevertheless, whether on a
concert stage or in daily life, national
music remained in a poor state. How
should the reform of national music since
the early 20th century be measured? And
what direction will it take in the next
century? How should it be reformed? The
discussion on national music is an impor-
tant one, whether for the sake of the music
itself, or from the perspective of art and
culture.

The conference was attended by repre-
sentatives from Hong Kong, China’s
mainland, Taiwan and North America,
with about fifty observers. More than
thirty papers were presented. Hong Kong
participantsincluded C.C. Liu, Wu Ganbo,
Fei Mingyi, Ye Chunzhi, Li Jian, Li
Ming, Lawrence Witzleben, and Xiang
Sihua; mainland participants included
Peng Xiuwen, Hu Dengtiao, Fan Zuyin,
ShenHao, Li Xian, Zhao Songting, Wang
Yaohua, Wei Tingge, Wang Fandi, Lin
Youren, and Mao Jizeng; Taiwan partici-
pants were Chuang Pen-Li, Tung Yung-

Shen, and Chen Yu-Kang; and Gao
Houyong represented the U.S.

The conference set five topics for dis-
cussion:

1) Concepts of national music reform
since the early 20th century (presenta-
tions included Wu Ganbo’s “Critique of
National Music Thought,” Chuang Pen-
Li’s “Prospects for National Music De-
velopment,” Huang Xiangpeng’s “ Re-
birthofthe Phoenix,” and Gao Houyong’s
“Retrospective and Outlook™)

2) Concepts of national music education
(Wang Yaohua’s “China’s Music Edu-
cation in the Schools: Pros and Cons,
Recent and Present Development,” Fan
Zuyin’s “The State of National Music
Education in the Conservatory™)

3) Thoughts on the creation of national
music and the orchestra (Peng Xiuwen’s
“The Symphonic Nature and
Symphonicization of National Music,”
Hu Dengtiao’s “Review of the Chinese
Symphonic Orchestra™)

4) Concepts of national music perfor-
mance (Zhao Songting’s “The Art of the
Dizi: Transmission and Development™)

5) Concepts on the improvement of tradi-
tional instruments (Zhao Yanchen’s “A
Discussion on Improvement of Instru-
ments in New China,” Zhang Shiye’s
“Discourse on the Improvement of Chi-
nese Folk Instruments™)

6) With the intrusion of Western music,
the function of national music in society
and its significance in art and culture
(ShenHao’s “Where Do We Stand?,” Ye
Chunzhi’s “The Influence of Western
Musical Culture on the Creation of Chi-
nese Musicand its Future Development,”
Tung Yung-Shen’s “A Study of the So-
cial Function of National music and its
Future Development,” Xiao Mei’s “A
Reassessment of Musical Traditions From
a Cultural Perspective”™)

In the four-day conference, the presen-
tation and discussion of papers covered
the theoretical and practical spectrum,
some reviewing the past, others looking
to the future. The central question that
concerned everyone, however, was the
future development of national music. Ye
Chunzhi said: “There are all kinds of
music audiences, with different aesthetic
preferences and varying views of tradi-

tion. We have seen that composers and
some theoreticians often advocate all
things “new,” while others prefer the
continuation of tradition. The same is
true of audiences. Hence, the distance
between specialists and audience must be
bridged. Perhaps, through continuing
experimentation and exploration, people
will realize that many social factors im-
pingeon the development of music. Merely
dealing with technique and the creative
concept, while ignoring reality, is not the
solution. Even though some historians
may believe history progresses in a natu-
ral order, they concede that there is a
human factor in creating possibilities. It
follows that the future path for Chinese
instrumental music will be sought through
constant practice and adjustment. The
practical step at the present time is to
embrace all forms and styles, and let
history take its course.” In his presenta-
tion, Chuang Pen-Li stated: “For com-
posers who create Chinese music, the
relevant factors are national style, seek-
ing perfection, diversity, and manifesta-
tion of ideas. Musicians and singers strive
for creative techniques; music educators
nurture new talent; acoustics specialists
and instrument makers improve instru-
ments. Every contribution is part of the
cooperative effort toward a goal. The
growth of national music depends on the
collective ideas of its participants.”

This conference marked a successful
beginning, but many more questions await
discussion. It was proposed that separate
conferences should be convened on the
Chinese mainland and on Taiwan in the
future.

Translated by Susan Cheng

Professor Gao Houyong has taught mu-
sic theory for over forty years at the
Central Conservatory and China Con-
servatory, both in Beijing, andthe Shang-
hai, Shenyang and Nanjing conservato-
ries. He now resides in the United States.

NOTE TO OUR READERS

Due to budget and other consider-
ations, thisissue combines what would
normally be the spring and summer
editions of the Music From China
Newsletter.
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Continued from page 1
tic schools is natural. To designate a
particular school as a leader, or a certain
style as the standard is wrong. I believe
that for an artist, developing a distinctive
style in one’s lifetime is enough. It is the
blossoming of many colors that brighten
the garden of art.

China

In recent years I have made frequent
trips to Beijing, Shanghai, Taiwan and
Hong Kong where I have worked and met
with teachers and friends in Chinese
music. I have come away with many
mixed feelings. Chinese music in both
Beijing and Shanghai retains strong po-
tential, but falls far short of development
during the late ’50s and mid-’60s. The
opening up of Chinese society has trig-
gered a decline of Chinese music. Most
performers have turned to hotels, night
clubs and dance halls to earn a living.
With a cut in government subsidized
salaries, orchestrasare encouraged to seck
alternate sources of income. The Shang-
hai Traditional Orchestra hasbegun leas-
ing long-term space to pop music groups
and its practice rooms to outside busi-
nesses for office use. As performances
have become increasingly fewer, even
concerts featuring the top artists draw a
sparse audience. If not for an occasional
major concert, recording and touring en-
gagements, the orchestra might have been
dissolved.

Other Beijing and Shanghai orches-
tras, unfortunately, have been inactive for
several years. But I was gratified to learn
that the Shanghai Traditional Orchestra
and the Central Broadcasting Traditional
Orchestra have persevered. The latter’s
concert appearance in Hong Kong last
year received raves for attaining new
creative and stylistic heights. The Shang-
hai Traditional Orchestra is assiduously
planning and rehearsing in preparation
for its upcoming concert tour to Taiwan.
Inrecentyears, mostoftheleading Shang-
hai and Beijing musicians have accepted
invitations from Taiwan, Hong Kong and
Singapore to lecture, perform, record and
teach. While continuing to work, they
have improved personal circumstances as
well. As for the Chinese music divisions
ofthe Central Conservatory and the China
Conservatory, I was informed that it’s

now rare to hear the sound of practice
after 5 pm. Many of their students and
some teachers have taken work in the
city’s major hotels. Nevertheless, there
are professors who are still devoted to
training the young generation of pipa
players. Hearing their fine performances
I feel there is much hope for the next
generation.

The overall situation in China, how-
ever, is quite discouraging. For over ten
years, I’ve viewed the annual televised
Chinese New Year’s Eve cultural show,
butI’ve never seen good quality program-
ming of Chinese instrumental music or
Kungu. Standards have even declined
recently: The screen is filled with medio-
cre programs and pop singers from Hong
Kong and Taiwan, and many of our cul-
tural treasures and outstanding musicians
have become forgotten. I firmly believe
that a country’s cultural well-being is
symbolic of its rise or decline. Today,
when China is a far stronger nation than
it was during the ’50s and ’60s, why
should Chinese music lack the stamina
and social prominence of that period?

This is a question of fundamental cultural
policy which cannot be resolved without
reform and renewal.

Last year in Beijing, I met with Liu
Dehai on several occasions. He seldom
performs now and teaches only a handful
of students. This first level artist earns a
monthly salary, together with supple-
mental income, of a mere $400 RMB
(approx. US$40). Knowing that his in-
come trails the rapidly rising cost of
living and earning extra income on the
outside is inappropriate, I was filled with
concern for my colleague and mentor.
Liu’s longstanding academic disagree-
ments with Lin Shicheng are another
source of stress. Having read both their
scholarly writings, I realize that scholarly
debate is natural, and a necessary stimu-
lant for artistic diversity. Despite his an-
noyance, Lin holds true affection for Liu.
On several occasions, Lin has publicly
displayed great pride in the achievements
of his top student; and Liu once said to
me: “I am Lin Shicheng’s best student,
and I have studied the most diligently
under Mr. Lin.” T am convinced that

Pipa soloist Tang Liangxin,
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there is much mutual respect between
these artistic giants. It is because of their
artistic divergence that they can both
belong to the Pudong school and yet cast
different shadows. This is where true
value lies, like the bonds of friendship
between teacher and student.

My heart sinks when I contemplate the
depressed state of Chinese music and
hear my friends’ resigned grievances.
This music and its practitioners are a part
of our nation’s treasured heritage. Since
China has the best foundation, highest
caliber and greatest resources, the gov-
ernment should formulate a cultural policy
suitable to its social development. We
must not promote economic advance-
ment at the expense of our heritage: Chi-
nese culture is the true foundation upon
which our country is built.

Taiwan

In Taiwan, Chinese music has made
great strides during the last five or six
years. The formation of several tradi-
tional orchestras have included the Chung
Kuang Chinese Orchestra, Taipei Mu-
nicipal Chinese Classical Orchestra, Ex-
perimental Chinese Orchestra, Kaohsiung
Municipal Chinese Orchestra, and
Taichung Chinese Orchestra. Many uni-
versities now have Chinese music depart-
ments or offer courses, and local music
groups have proliferated. I have noticed a
significant improvement in the Taipei
Municipal Chinese Orchestra which per-
formed in New York in 1986 and againin
1992. The musicians are young, enthusi-
astic and eager to learn. I was especially
impressed by their performance at the
Presidential Palace last fall, broadcast
live on Taipei television. In particular,
Chen Chung-Shen’sdi, Wen Chin-Lung’s
erhu, and Li Hui’s percussion perfor-
mances were distinctive. Chi Yung-Pin
and Wang Shih-Yung’s pipa and Chen
Shu-Fen’s zhonghu playing showed solid
technique. If they persevere in studying
regional styles, devote more study to folk
music and xiqu, particularly Taiwan’s
indigenous styles, and continue to create
and perform new compositions, Taiwan
will undoubtedly produce a crop of new
talents soon. I also admire Wang Cheng-
Ping’s openness toward new talent and
Lin Ku-Fang among the chief music crit-
ics. Critical reviews in the press are an

important catalyst for Chinese music and
more specialists are needed.

On the composing slate, new works
were presented at a 1991 arts festival and
recorded as “A Dialogue for Traditional
and Contemporary Music.” The six com-
posers were Pan Huang-Lung, Chen Shu-
Hsi, Tseng Hsing-Kuei, Wu Ting-Lien,
Wen Loong-hsing and Lu Yen.

Hong Kong

The Hong Kong Chinese Orchestra
laid down its foundation during the eight
years of WuDajiang’s directorship. Later,
under Guan Naizhong, the Orchestra ac-
quired more polish. An open commis-
sioning policy enabled it to build a reper-
toire of several hundred impressive new
works. Due to a three-year vacancy in the
director’s position and discord between
the newly appointed Xia Feiyun and the
musicians, the orchestra is undergoing a
period of instability at present.

Since Tang Liangde joined the official
ranks of the Hong Kong Music Affairs
Bureau’s Chinese music divisionin 1978,
he has made significant contributions to
the propagation of Chinese musicin Hong
Kong. Together with a corps of devoted
teachers, he has built up a network of
cultural centersand Chinese music groups
in every district. For more than ten years,
they have organized amateur perfor-
mancesthroughout Hong Kong’selemen-
tary schools, high schools and colleges.
Outstanding musicians and conductors
from China are invited every year to
teach, perform, and conduct summer
music camps for the students. Tang has
also founded the commendable Hong
Kong Youth Chinese Orchestra as well as
a teachers' orchestra. Despite these
achievements, his organization is facing
imminent dissolution and reassignment
to the Performing Arts Institute. Tang
Liangde himself has been named chair-
man of the musicians’ union to be its
spokesperson before the Hong Kong gov-
ernment.

The U.S.

A number of musicians from Beijing
and Shanghai came to the U.S. in the *80s
to study and start a new life, as I did.
During this difficult and unforgettable
period, I’ve had opportunities to perform
many new works and experience a variety

of performances. In both my life and my
art, I seem to have undergone a remark-
able rebirth. On arrival in New York, I
joinedMusic From China and have played
many times with the group. I have also
performed pipa concertos with the Den-
ver, Long Beach and Sacramento sym-
phony orchestras; co-operated with a jazz
groupin the dance-opera “Havocon Gold
Mountain”; performed in the Broadway
hit “M. Butterfly”; and have given recit-

als at numerous American universities.
The pleasures of performing have broad-
ened my artistic horizon and brought new
confidence to my struggle for livelihood.

In the final analysis, China holds the
key to the development of national music.
The Chinese government should estab-
lish as firm a commitment to the preser-
vation and propagation of traditional arts
and culture as to economic development.
It’s essential that this commitment come
from the highest government levels. The
principle means to pursue this goal is
through education. Teaching the funda-
mentals of Chinese classical and folk
music should be incorporated into the
elementary and high school curricula.
Orchestras at all levels could adopt arts-
in-education and community programs
that include performances, lectures, and
music training. Music appreciation and
outreach programs could also be under-
taken by various cultural institutions.
These efforts should be rewarded with
government support on a competitive
basis. The culture and education minis-
tries can mobilize business and industry
to support education and the performing
arts as part of their economic drive. In the
long-term, economic as well as social
benefits would surely result.

China’s policy of national develop-
ment should be a far-sighted one. A na-
tional cultural policy is certainly a crucial
component; it deserves to be given prior-
ity and lasting governmental support.

I dedicate this article to my teachers
and friends in Chinese music. May it
continue to prosper and enrich our lives.

Translated by Susan Cheng

Tang Liangxing is a recipient of a 1993
National Heritage Fellowship awarded
by the National Endowment for the Arts.
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News & Notes

Composer Zhou Long, who received
his doctoral degree from Columbia Uni-
versity this spring, is one of six recipients
of Koussevitzky commissions for 1993.
The commissions for newly composed
works are awarded through competition
by the Serge Koussevitzky Music Foun-
dation in the Library of Congress and the
Koussevitzky Music Foundation Inc. The
Foundations were established to perpetu-
ate Koussevitzky's lifelong effort to en-
courage contemporary composers. The
New Music Consort and Music From
China jointly sponsor with the Founda-
tions a new work by Zhou Long that
combines traditional Chinese and West-
ern instruments and will present perfor-
mances of this work.

Other award winners and the groups
co-sponsoring their commissions are:
Louis Andriessenand the CaliforniaEAR
Unit; Karel Husa and the Quintet of the

Americas; David Sheinfeld and the San
Francisco Contemporary Music Players;
Toru Takemitsu and the St. Paul Cham-
ber Orchestra; and Chinary Ung and
Quintessence.

The plucked music of China was high-
lighted by the "Plucked Instruments Fes-
tival" presented by the Asian Music Cir-
cuit in London on July 12-16. The Chi-
nese artists were Wu Man on pipa and Li
Xiangting on guqin. Both were featured
in solo recitals at the South Bank Centre
during the four-day festival. Wu Man
performed a program of pipa music rang-
ing from classical to newly composed
works.

While in London, WuMan also made
aguest appearance with theKronos Quartet
on their European tour. They performed
Zhou Long's "Soul" for pipa and string
quartet which was commissioned by
Kronos and performed last year in the
Lincoln Center Great Performers Series.

Calendar

July

11 “Henry Street Settlement Street
Festival”
2:00 PM
New York City

13 Performance, workshop
“Arts & Education Institute
Summer Session”

1:00 PM
Utica, NY

14 Performance
“Aesthetic Education Institute
Summer Session”
1:30 PM
Rochester, NY

18 Concert
"Music at Fishs Eddy"
2:00 PM
Fishs Eddy, NY
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