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Chinese Classical Music

Background

China underwent revolution and civil war in
the 20t century, followed by the so-called
Cultural Revolution and Great Leap Forward

Mao'’s anti-intellectual policies exerted
terrible pressures on educated people

Musicians, writers, artists and other
professionals were exposed to severe mal-
treatment. Those who did not die of injuries
or go mad were subjected to detention and
menial labour. Some were treated as
outcasts for more than 20 years.

- This Is China




Chinese Classical Music

Folk song

Chinese Opera

Introduction to Chinese instruments
Music for traditional Chinese orchestras
Chinese New Year

Music for a Chinese historical drama
Chinese composers and musicians

Two Chinese concertos that are becoming
popular in the West

Butterfly Lovers Violin Concerto

Yellow River Piano Concerto

Folk Songs

Many Chinese tunes are based on the
pentatonic scale, which has five notes
per octave compared to the seven notes
per octave in the major scale.
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No B and no F

Jasmine Flower , a traditional love song,
Is an example. This arrangement is by
Chen Yi.




Puccini used this tune, together with several
other Chinese tunes, in his opera  Turandot .

For many years, the
Chinese Government
forbade performance of
Turandot because they said
it portrayed China
unfavourably. In the late
1990s they relented, and
the opera was performed at
the Forbidden City with
opulent sets and soldiers
from the People’s
Liberation Army as extras.

Chinese Opera

Chinese operais an
art form in its own
right. Itis not a
musical version of an
existing literary work

Some operas date
back 700 years to the
Yuan dynasty




But most westerners would not call it
Opera. “Performances include superb
acrobatic dancing and mime and
gorgeous costumes, which compensate
for periods of what most visitors would
regard simply as high-pitched wailing”

- This Is China
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Erhu — part of Hugin ( P%.Gtamily

The erhu is the most popular
instrument in the huqgin family of
bowed string instruments.

They consist of a round, hexagonal,

or octagonal sound box with a stick
attached that protrudes upwards.

Most instruments in the  hugin family
have two strings

Their soundboxes are typically
covered with snakeskin or thin wood.

Most hugin have the bow hair pass in
between the strings.

Other Hugin Instruments

The zhonghu is the same as the
erhu but is slightly larger and is
lower pitched

The jinghu is used primarily in
Beijing opera. It is the smallest
and highest pitched instrument
in the hugin family.

The gaohu is also high-pitched
and is used in traditional
Cantonese music and opera.

Most hugin are placed on top of
the left thigh, but the gaohu is
played with the soundbox held

In between the knees.




Pipa (pi = "to play forward" and
pa = "to play backward®)

Arrived in China in
the 4th century AD
Held vertically
Originally a
plectrum was used,
but most

performers use
their fingernails

The number of frets
has increased to
23-25, expanding
the instrument's
range.

Yangqin

The yangqin is played with
bamboo beaters having rubber
or leather heads.

Its wooden body is strung with
several sets of strings on four
or five bridges. The
arrangement of the strings
enables a musician to play a
chromatic scale in all keys.

The range of the yangqin
covers one octave below
middle C and two and a half
octaves above it.




Guzheng or Zheng

One of the oldest Chinese musical instruments

Wooden sound
body with strings
arched across
movable bridges
for tuning
Originally it had 5
strings, increasing
to 12 - 13 strings in
the Tang Dynasty
(618 - 907AD).

The present day zheng usually has 21-25 strings.

Bamboo

+

Argument

= Zheng




Music for Traditional Chinese Orchestras

1. Heaven and Earth

2. Full Moon and Flowers in Bloom
(includes solo erhu)

Music for Traditional Chinese Orchestras

3. Love Without End

This example brings in the
Chinese woodwind

It also illustrates the sound
of the full orchestra.




Music for Traditional Chinese Orchestras

4. Green Island Serenade

This uses the woodwind in a
more tranquil way.

The original intent of this
tune was probably a
romantic tribute to Taiwan

While listening to this, we’ll
take a look at some New
Year traditions

Most important
Chinese festival
and holiday

Date depends on
lunar calendar:

this year 26 Jan,
next year 14 Feb




New Year Traditions

Spring Couplets are
written on large vertical
scrolls of red paper.
They are put on walls,
gateways and
storefronts. They are
expressions of good
wishes and fortune.

In addition, symbolic
flowers and fruits are
used to decorate the
house.

New Year Traditions

All members of the family gather for the
important family meal on the evening of the
New Year's Eve.

On New Year’'s Day, the children and
unmarried adults are given Lai See packets,
good luck money wrapped in little red
envelopes.

A complete lunar cycle takes 60 years. It is
composed of five cycles that are 12 years
each. Each of the 12 years is hamed after an
animal. Check your Chinese zodiac sign
during the interval.
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Music from a Chinese Drama

Chinese Classical Composers

Tan Dun is most
widely known for
his Oscar-award
winning scores for
the movies
Crouching Tiger,
Hidden Dragon

and Hero. Tan Dun with Sir Simon Rattle

He composed Symphony 1997: Heaven
Earth Mankind for the handover ceremony in
Hong Kong
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Chinese Classical Composers

Tan Dun's adaptation of the Chinese folk
song Molihua was played at the medal
ceremonies at the 2008 Beijing Olympics

It uses a 2,450-year-old bell set excavated
from a site in Hubei as well as modern jade
chimes

Chinese Classical Composers

Earlier we heard Chen Yi's
arrangement of Jasmine Flower

Her Chinese Myths Cantata was
featured recently on BBC Radio

She is a prolific composer for
chamber ensembles, and
Chinese and western
orchestras, including
symphonies and concertos
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Chinese Classical Musicians

Yo Yo Ma, a
Chinese-
American, is
one of the best
known cellists
in the world

Yo Yo Ma with Tan Dun

Chinese classical pianists are already
stars in the West
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Butterfly Lovers Violin Concerto

This Concerto uses
Chinese melodies,
chord structures and
SEUEIIS

It was written by Chen
Gang and He Zhanhao
In 1959 but (because of
the Cultural

Revolution) did not
become popular until
the late 1970s

Butterfly Lovers Violin Concerto

The concerto is in one movement, but is
broken into distinct sections.

The solo violin is symbolic of Zhu Yingtai,
and the cello part is symbolic of Liang
Shanbo, her lover.

Zhu Yingtai disguises herself as a man to
allow her to attend university. She meets
Liang Shanbo, a fellow student. The two
spend 3 years together as good friends.

Zhu falls in love with Liang, but cannot
express her feelings without revealing her
identity as a woman.
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Butterfly Lovers Violin Concerto

In the latter part, Liang discovers much later
that Zhu is a woman.

The tragedy begins as Liang learns that, in
his absence, Zhu has been betrothed to
another.

Liang becomes sick and dies as the music
replays the love duet. The section ends with
the suicide of Zhu Yingtai as the violin plays
an overarching high note. The lovers’ parts
are overcome by a final orchestral section.

In the legend, Liang's grave opens and Zhu
throws herself into the chasm. The lovers'
themes return and the two lovers are
magically transformed into butterflies.

Yellow River Piano Concerto

The concerto originates from the
Yellow River Cantata , composed by
Xian Xinghai in 1939 during the Sino-
Japanese war

It used traditional folk-melodies and
was perceived as a symbol of Chinese
defiance against the Japanese
invaders. Yet it was banned from
performance during the Cultural
Revolution!
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Yellow River Piano Concerto

However, Jiang Qing
(better known in the
West as Madame Mao)
later instructed a
collective of musicians
from the Central
Philharmonic Society to
rearrange it into a four-
movement piano
concerto

Yellow River Piano Concerto

In addition to piano
solo and western
symphony orchestra,
there are parts for

dizi (Chinese flute) ==
and pipa

The first movement is entitled  Prelude: The
Song of the Yellow River Boatman
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Yellow River Piano Concerto

Here the 2" and
39 movements are
played by Lang
Lang

2. Ode to the
Yellow River

. The Yellow
River in Anger

Two Videos to Finish

Both performances are
from the 2009 Chinese

New Year Concert at
the Great Hall of the
People in Beijing

The first piece features
a jinghu soloist. The
music is from a Beijing
Opera
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Yellow River Piano Concerto

To end, here is the 4th
Movement Defend the
Yellow River played at
the 2009 Chinese New
Year concert in Beijing
by Yuja Wang

This movement
includes the Maoist
hymn The East is Red
towards the end

Which is your Chinese zodiac sign?
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