CD Insert — English and Chinese
Crossings: Contemporary Music for Chinese Instruments

For over 150 years in East Asia, Western and Asian musical traditions have existed in
intimate relationship with one another. Borders have been often crossed and contested,;
intercultural fusions—both conscious and subconscious—are the norm; and hybridity is
inevitable. This musical interculturality has multiple histories, from music education to stage
performance, from concert music to rituals, from popular music to opera. Some intercultural
musical practices have been institutionalized through education and have evolved in a particular
geopolitical historical context. Just as often, intercultural music encounters happen inadvertently
and serendipitously, resulting in experiences of crossing aesthetic, national and many other kinds
of boundaries. With the intensity of today’s global circulation, intercultural music fusion is a way
of life.

Yet, how has the global network of composers stretching across continents engaged with
interculturality in the 21+ century? How have intercultural musical practices been applied
differently to compositions, performances, and productions? How is compositional
interculturality inseparable from the large network of composers, performers, teachers,
government officials, producers, directors, audiences, critics, et cetera? How does the legacy of
interculturality leave its mark in today’s practices long after its historical processes have
apparently been completed?

In March 2015, Shih-Hui Chen hosted a three-day music festival, "Common Practice 21C:
Classical, Contemporary, and Cross-Cultural Music,” at Rice University in Houston. The festival
included three concerts, eight academic lectures, and Little Giant Chinese Chamber Orchestra
(gCO) performances that reflected classical and modern culture and their artistic fusion. It
provided a rare platform for critical engagement with cultural fusion in both theory and

practice.

Born out of the 2015 festival, Crossings: Contemporary Music for Chinese Instruments offers an
interesting set of compositions, performed by the gCO, that embody the 21« century
interculturality in distinctive ways. It features works by six composers who came into contact
with Chinese cultural traditions and responded compositionally to that contact in different ways.
Two composers (Shih-Hui Chen and Lei Liang) were born in Taiwan and China respectively;
although they have spent the majority of their compositional life in the United States, they have
also endeavored to learn and immerse themselves in the traditional music of their mother tongue.
The remaining four composers are American-born and non-Chinese and were trained in North
American universities, yet each has had varying degrees of engagement with traditional Chinese
music: living in Taiwan or China for a period of time, mentored by Chinese American
composers, participated in workshops with Chinese ensembles, et cetera. Thus, the album offers
a glimpse into what has become a global network of composers.

The gCO, or Little Giant Chinese Chamber Orchestra, is a group from Taiwan whose members
actively perform new music on Chinese instruments. On this recording, the group is represented
by an eight-piece ensemble comprising two winds (dizi, or transverse flute, and sheng, or mouth



organ), one two-stringed bowed fiddle (erhu), three plucked lutes (pipa, ruan, liugin), a zither
(zheng) and a dulcimer (yangqin), all of which are typical of the “silk and bamboo ensemble”
that has a long tradition in many areas of southern China, including Fujian and Taiwan. “Silk”
refers to the traditional material from which strings were made, and “bamboo” refers to the
traditional materials for the wind instruments. As ethnomusicologist Lawrence Witzleben notes,
a silk and bamboo ensemble comes to “imply music of relatively low volume that is usually
played indoors.” It is also associated with traditional musical genres characterized by a
sophisticated relationship among multiple melodic lines and nuanced multi-part texture. Some
consider the ensemble to have more global appeal than other traditional Chinese music. While
maintaining a connection to this tradition, gCO, an avid advocate, has commissioned and
performed new works throughout East and Southeast Asia, as well as North America.
Embodying the phenomenon of cultural movement in the global age, the gCO is engaged in both
attachment and detachment. When musical cultures such as the silk and bamboo ensemble move
through the world, they retain aspects of the cultures rather than the whole. The entity that
emerges through such a process is inevitably a new product and a manifestation that makes
reference to a range of prior and seemingly disparate cultural fragments. Through such
continuous movement of cultures, the whole set of cultural elements become just the background
for the emergence of a new space. The new emergent culture “calls out” elements that refer to
the existing cultural tradition. As such, past expressions of culture can only be hinted at. They
are hauntingly alluded to, without being fully present. Through this process, the emergent new
sonic space takes on the role of bringing forth cultural elements from the past into existence for
the future.

In nearly every work recorded in the album, the silk and bamboo instruments of the gCO are
joined by additional sonority. Cello and percussion are added in both Chris Walczak’s Into the
Changing Light and Shih-Hui Chen’s Fantasia on the Theme of Guanglingsan; electronics are
used in Timothy Roy’s Behind the Back, Robert McClure’s the edge of still, and Kurt
Stallmann’s Callings. Lei Liang, on the other hand, omits erhu but retains a six-piece silk and
bamboo ensemble in his Lakescape IV. In each case, the instrumentations both point back to the
tradition of silk and bamboo ensemble (as well as the historical context of the added sonorities)
and project forward their new meaning. The rich and varied emergent new expression is the
essence of Crossings.

In her unique approach to Fantasia, Shih-Hui Chen forms a fascinating relationship with a
famous traditional masterwork, Guanglingsan, from which most of her compositional materials
are derived. Guanglingsan is one of the ten Chinese classical masterpieces for gugin (also
commonly performed on zheng or pipa). It depicts a legend from the Warring States Period: The
son of a swordsmith assassinated the draconian King of Han to avenge his father’s murder.
Fearing for his mother, he disfigured and then killed himself to keep anonymity. Yet, the
grieving mother identified her son, insisting instead that his legend is greater than her life. It was
a grand, moral piece. Beginning in a pensive, lyric (“civil”) style that evokes a feeling of
melancholy, the classic work moves on to robust and vigorous (“martial”) style, finally ending
with lyric style again, in a lament. For Chen, the two distinctive emotions made a deep
impression. “The meditative character in the melody’s opening and ending provides a strong
contrast to the fast, energetic music flanked within. Together, they suggest a rich, full range of
musical expression and vitality.” The concerto follows the narrative loosely, beginning quietly



with fragments of the classic tune, then moving to the warrior-like section, and finally the full
elegant melody from the original work.

Chen’s use of the traditional Guanglingsan in the Fantasia is highly nuanced. In the manner of
what I would call “reverberation,” it moves through the mood and materials of the classic gugin
work while releasing new meaning from the classic. At the center is the interaction between the
notably different aesthetics of “civil” and “martial” styles, each being characterized by
distinctive texture and timbre, as well as gestures and a sense of vocality and narrativity. From
the civil style Chen develops individual, private, and pensive characteristics. With rests
separating individually articulated gestures, Chen reaches for the inner reflective voices. In
contrast, the martial style is thick in texture, profuse in color, tight in structure, and full-bodied in
sound. Its musical character vividly reflects a realism, with chords articulating animatedly the
ups and downs of a dramatic process. While the civil style expresses emptiness and blankness,
the martial style expresses fullness and groundedness. The dynamic progress moves between the
hollow versus the solid, the vacant versus the substantial.

Tellingly, Chen noted that while she always conceptualizes the intercultural aesthetics from the
perspective of Western instruments and genres, writing this fantasia for Chinese ensemble
prompted her to conceptualize, for the first time, the interculturalism from the perspective of
Chinese instruments. Through the classic piece, she gestured to the tradition without replicating
it. In other words, it is through both her attachment to and detachment from the masterpiece that
the new meaning is released and new work emerges.

Not all composers recorded here lean as heavily on tradition. On the opposite end of the
spectrum, Walczak treats the intercultural encounter as an opportunity to explore new sonic
possibilities, in particular for sheng and zheng. His philosophical stance recalls that of Henry
Cowell as represented in his seminal New Musical Resources (1930). It is interesting that, in
aiming to create a piece of “pure music,” Walczak chooses a subject just as abstract and
theoretical: the “primal allure and attraction” of light, from its “radiant, warm, and spiritually
enlightening” to its “blinding or even terrifying” quality. His conscious effort to untether the two
instruments (sheng and zheng) from their tradition and to free the listeners from expectation is
reflected by a strong musical narrative. The cello is the lead, its lyrical line spun by the bottom
string in a continuous melody. Its timbral quality is distinctive, as if it were a ray of light.
Meanwhile, the reedy sound of the Chinese mouth organ, sheng, emerges as an interlocutor of
sorts, sometimes adding new shades of timbral quality, sometimes adding a separate contrapuntal
line that rubs against the cello and percussion lines, and at other times going full-force to create
an eerie effect mixing with other instruments, adding momentum to the dynamic force, as if a
full flush of light.

Three composers on this recording incorporate electronics in their work, yet the
fundamental difference in their approaches sets them apart. Timothy Roy’s is somewhat similar
in spirit and sonority to the reverberation of Chen Shih-Hui’s Fantasia. His Behind the Back
features the traditional lyricism and virtuosity of pipa to narrate and reflect on the ancient
drawings of pipa musicians performing while dancing and flying through the air on the walls of
Mogao Caves in Dunhuang, China. The elaborate lines and colors, as well as vivid figures in the
painting of the ethereal world, are well depicted musically through the sophisticated timbre of



the pipa, whose virtuosity and lyricism make it one of the most powerful and well-loved solo
instruments in contemporary Chinese music. Throughout the piece, the electronics provide
additional layers, punctuations, and sound mass for the expressive gestures of pipa virtuosity.
Overall, however, a fine balance is achieved to preserve the distinctive timbre and character of
the pipa.

If the beauty and grace of solo pipa in Behind the Back is otherworldly and heavenly, an
opposite extreme of sensibility is the earthly world expressed in Kurt Smallman’s Callings for
erhu and electronics, a work inspired by human voices he heard in the streets of Taipei. Through
the solo erhu’s distinctive timbre—one that many describe as sharing an uncanny resemblance to
the human voice—Callings features soulful expression in a monologue, as if pleading, pressing,
and soliciting. Against the subtle backdrop of sustained chords on the electronics, the erhu plays
short melodic fragments in the form of a dialogue with itself, each fragment subtly shaped by
different sliding, glissandi, pitch inflections, microtonal bending, and other techniques. What
sounds spontaneous and improvisatory is in fact a well-crafted study in nuance of timbral
inflection and wavering. The intervallic range of each melodic fragment is never large, at most a
fourth, but mostly within the major and minor seconds, with plentiful use of quarter-tones. Two-
thirds into the piece, a man’s voice joins the electronics— a peddler’s street calls from everyday
life in Taipei. This non-descript street call, subdivided into three parts, has a tonal ending. The
erhu repeatedly emulates the tri-part street call, sounding ever closer to the peddler’s voice, and
eventually the two fuse together into a homogenous whole. The division between the human
voice and instrument fully disappears in the electronics fusion, turning inward the natural affinity
between erhu and human voice. The street call has been morphed into the erhu itself, and vice
versa.

The sense of everydayness is also explored in another work, though in quite a different
direction. Robert McClure in the edge of still focuses on sounds that can be produced with
minimal effort or action, and in particular “those we would ignore or not hear at all in our daily
life.” Whereas his colleagues are drawn to the “silk” part of the silk and bamboo ensemble,
McClure chooses the “bamboo” part, namely the transverse flute and the mouth organ, to create
the soundscape of “still”. With ample air-tone or merely air on dizi, as well as tongue fluttering
and tongue trills on sheng, the sonority of the piece begins with a web of fragmented, nearly
incidental sound of the everyday environment. It could be rustling of leaves, cracking of wind, or
surfacing of bubbles. Though in sequence, they give the sense of being dispersed in the musical
space vertically, rather than linearly. Midway through the piece, however, the dizi begins a
sequence of short melodic lines, initiating the linear motion in the work. Interestingly, by staying
mostly within the lower range, its sonority is more akin to the Korean traditional flute, daegeum,
rather than the brighter timbre of the Chinese dizi.

Similarly depicting nature is Lei Liang, who chooses to make nearly full use of the silk
and bamboo ensemble in his Lakescape 1V, omitting only the bowed two-stringed fiddle, erhu.
Also a quiet work at the start, the piece’s depiction of a lake is derived from the continuous and
multi-part tremolos on yanggin, zheng, pipa and lute. The homogeneous though multi-part
tremolos emulate the motion of endless ripples on a lake. Yet ripples cannot be heard, so it is in
fact a sonification of the visual ripple effect. Moving onto the bamboo instruments, the ripple
effect is imitated by various tonguing techniques on sheng and dizi. They gradually accrue



momentum and become a propelling force moving forward in a passionate way, until the
tremolos appear on all six instruments. Leaving behind the quiet ripple effect of the lake, the
music instead sounds agitated, with the tension building up into a sound mass. Here Liang makes
use of extended technigques and indeterminacy to create a labyrinth of timbre and texture. Finally,
the soundscape of pentatonicism takes over the musical space and leads to closure. The sonic
elements depart from the previously atmospheric and allude to the familiar territory of Chinese
traditional music.

The works on Crossings offer a dazzling array of new emergent sonic expression for
instruments of the silk and bamboo ensemble. While myth and longstanding tradition have an
important role in the aesthetics of Chen and Roy, they are left unexplored in the search for the
atmospheric of Walczk and Liang. Stallmann and McClure, on the other hand, use the
opportunity to explore a space and expression closer to the human core and natural self, as an
antithesis to life in the modern world. Together these six works signal the move of this silk and
bamboo ensemble beyond the narrowly defined label of “ethnic/national style” into a chamber
ensemble of the world stage.

—Nancy Yunhwa Rao
Professor of Music, Rutgers University
Author of Chinatown Opera Theater in North America
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