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Wang Xilin and His Works

Wang Xilin, native of Jishan County of Shanxi Province, was born in Kaifeng City of Henan
Province in the winter of 1936. He joined the army in September of 1949 and became a member of
the art troupe of PLA’s 11th Division, learning to play the accordion and brass instruments while
teaching himself music theory and orchestration. In 1955, he was recommended for admission to
study in the School of Army Band Conducting under China’s Central Military Commission. He left
the army in 1957 and entered Shanghai Conservatoire to study composition under Ding Shande, Liu
Zhuang, Qu Wei and Chen Mingzhi. In the last two years of his study at the conservatoire, he wrote
his String Quartet (Op.1, 1961) and Symphony No.1 (Op.2, 1962). Upon graduation in 1962, he
was assigned to Beijing and became a composer—in-residence of China’s Central Radio Symphony

Orchestra.

In 1964, due to his criticism of literary and art policies of that time, Wang was demoted and
transferred to Shanxi Province, where he remained until 1978 when he was transferred back to Bei-
jing to work in Beijing Song and Dance Troupe. Poems of Yunnan, his first piece written after grad-
uation, caused a sensation when it was premiered 18 years after completion and won the top prize
of China’s First National Symphonic Poem Contest. Torchlight Festival, the finale of this piece, re-
mains a concert favorite and is often played independently. Having been performed in over 60 cities
of more than 20 countries, this piece ranks among the most—frequently performed Chinese music

works both at home and abroad.

Wang’s personal life experience has a profound impact on his creativity. Requiem-Elegy Writ-
ten for Soprano and Orchestra (Op.23, 1986) is “an expression of the boundless lament and the
gossamer—like grievances that seem to have come from remote antiquity but are still prevalent to-
day, written by the composer with inspirations from Requiem and Inquiries into the Universe - two
long poems by China’s ancient patriotic poet Qu Yuan.” (Wang Anguo) Though not a programmed
work, his Symphony No.3 has been widely recognized as “the first landmark work of immense size
in China”. In the few performances of Song of the Man in Black (Op.28-1, 1993) based on Lu
Xun’s short—story Forging the Sword, Wang himself took up the role of vocalist and provided mys-
tic, powerful and unrestrained interpretation of the piece. His composition and singing, thoroughly

expressing the hidden meaning of the precious “natural lyrics” of Lu Xun in modern Chinese litera-



ture, form an incomparable union of Chinese literature and art. His Symphony No.4 (Op.38,
2000), Symphony No.5 (Op.40, 2001) and Symphony No.7 (Op.51, 2007) are works full of con-

flicts, with profound tragic, dramatic and symphonic qualities.

After China adopted the policy of reform and opening up, Wang finally had opportunities to
get to know modernist works of the west. He persistently studied by himself the works of A.
Schoenberg, B. Bartok, I.F. Stravinsky, W. Lutoslovski, K.Penderecki, John Adams and other com-
posers. He resolutely changed his music idioms and aesthetic principles. In 1982, he applied the
12—-tone technique to the bass line of the fourth movement Broken Stone Tablet of his symphonic
suite Impressions of the Taihang Mountains (Op.16). Two Symphonic Poems (Op.22, Movement and
Chant) written in 1985 and dedicated to Shostakovich shows his mastery of atonality. For Piano
and 23 String Instruments (Op.25) of 1988, though written on the basis of the principles of serial
music, incorporates the rhythmic patterns of LF. Stravinsky and O. Messiaen. Furthermore, the
third movement of this piece combines serial techniques with the rhythmic characteristics of wind
and percussion music of southern China. This piece was well received when it was performed in
San Francisco in 2005. Wang started modifying and applying the techniques of K. Penderecki in
1988, the result of which was particularly obvious in his Symphony No.3 (Op.26, 1990). Three
Symphonic Murals - Legends of the Sea of 1998 witnesses his effective absorption of the modular
and minimalist techniques of John Adams. The influence of these two composers can also be seen
in his recent works such as Symphony No.6 (Op.46, 2004). However, Wang’s success lies more in
his ability to incorporate these borrowed techniques into his own music language and to express the

content of what he wants to express.

Wang Xilin’s works have won not only the popularity of domestic audience but also the ap-
proval of the music circle of the west. K. Penderecki highly praised Wang’s Symphony No.4 and
wrote in his letter of recommendation, “This is a great work. His music, based on the avant—-garde
techniques and aesthetics of Europe but keeping its own unique language.”Professor Jim Cotter of
Australian National University, School of Music, made this comment on Wang’s Symphony No.4,
“This piece is astounding. The power and passion expressed in it are beyond any expectation. For
this point alone, he should be ranked among the best of international composers of the past fifty
years and this symphony among the best works of any century.” Renowned Russian composer Sofia
Gubaidolina made the following comment of Wang’s Quartet, Two Chapter of Forging the Sword,
and Song of the Man in Black: “These are works of a great master, full of dramatic and symphonic
conflicts, and bursting with the flames of passion. Such music is rarely seen in the world and is

therefore an important addition to the world music.”



So far, Wang Xilin has composed seven symphonies and more than fifty works in the different
categories of violin concerto, symphonic chorus, symphonic overture and chamber music. He has al-
so composed for over 40 films and TV dramas, and written several essays of music commentary. He
has held four concerts of his symphonic works. Three Symphonic Murals - Legends of the Sea and
two other works were awarded national first prize for music works. His Symphony No.3 was chosen
as “20th Century Music Masterpieces of Chinese around the Globe” and his art song Spring Rain
won national first prize. In 2007, he was included as a special entry of Chinese composer in volume

17 of Germany’s MGG music dictionary.
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Poems of Yunnan

Symphonic Suite Poems of Yunnan (Op.3), composed in 1963, is Wang Xilin’s most recog-
nized work. Prior to this piece, Wang had completed his first string quartet, Op. 1 (1961) and Sym-
phony No. 1, Op. 2 (1962) while he was a student at the Shanghai Conservatory. Wang had hoped
to write an ethnically flavored composition after having encountered the field recordings of Yunnan
minority’s music that his classmates collected from their fieldwork. At the office building of the
China Broadcasting Symphony Orchestra where he was a resident composer starting from 1962,
Wang heard the same type of music and was mesmerized. After borrowing the recordings from Tang
Xianchao, a senior editor of the institution, Wang selectively transcribed some of the tunes in the
recordings. With gained understanding of this music’s characteristics - its melodic contour, rhyth-
mic feature, tonal arrangement and overall structure, Wang set out to compose his own work in a
multi-movement format. He admitted that some of his musical treatments were indebted to the Rus-
sian / Soviet school, such as the works of the Mighty Handful, Prokofiev, Shostakovich, the first
Symphony of Kalinnikov, and particularly the ballet music Path of Thunder of Kara Karayev. He al-
so revealed that he was drawn to the music of Azerbaijan as well. The colorful orchestration and in-
strumentation in the movement “Night Song” is an example of such influences.

The first version of Poems of Yunnan was a six—-movement suite entailing: “Spring Rain in the
Tea Plantation,” “Along the Path to Mountain Village,” “Love Song,” “The Dance of Nisu,” “Night
Song,” “Torch Festival.” In 1978, prior to the rehearsal of the work for its premiere by the Central
Philharmonic, Wang cut the third and fourth movements after consulting the conductor Han
Zhongjie and his teacher Liu Zhuang. The present four—movement suite is tighter in structure and
stronger in contrast than its original six—movement version. After its 1978 premiere, the work was
performed again by the Central Philharmonic in 1980. In 1981, it won first prize at the National
Symphonic Poem Competition.

Wang was determined to make up for the lost time after the Cultural Revolution and taught
himself contemporary compositional techniques. Wang confessed, “Penderecki wrote his Threnody
to the Victims of Hiroshima in 1959, when he was 26 whereas I wrote Poems of Yunnan in 1963,
also at 26, but my work lagged behind Penderecki’s by two stylistic periods.” Wang’s effort to
catch up with contemporary compositional techniques was not wasted and his works in contempo-

rary styles have won high acclaims both in the PRC and abroad.



First Movement Spring Rain in the Tea Plantation

Cast in ternary structure, the first part (mm. 1-25) opens with the murmuring of the divisi low-
er stings, creating a sonic picture of the spring rain, a Chinese ink painting of a greenery of tea
plants; spring drizzle, the buffalo boy’s playing the flute, and the burgeoning of life. The English
horn solo is an imitation of the folk instrument buwu (a double-reed instrument of the Yunnan re-
gion). The middle part (mm. 26-54), intended by the composer to be an ode to all lives in the uni-
verse, is a grandiose theme first played by the woodwinds and then the strings. The last (mm. 55-

77) is a recall of the first, brining the audience back to the spring rain.

Second Movement Along the Path to Mountain Village

This lively movement, as the composer reveals, depicts the minority folks rushing along the
winding routes on the mountain. The main theme (mm. 3-11) is a folk—flavored, lively, and humor-
ous clarinet solo, which as though in a rondo, reappears on the strings in later part of the move-
ment (mm. 53-62, 78-90, 229-239). One of the episodes (mm. 91-125) is a lyrical major dance.
Throughout the entire movement, the perpetual eighth—note on the lower strings suggests the foot-
steps of the crowd that comes from afar and then recedes into distance. Wang points out, “the mu-
sical language of this movement comes from the music of Yi, Hani, and Jingpo; it is the symphoni-

. . . [ . ”
cization of primitive music.

Third Movement Night Song

Considered to be the most poetic in the entire piece, this movement depicts a dark, mysteri-
ous, quiet, vague, and distant night that is frozen in time. Heard from afar is the rocking rhythm
and singing of lullaby, accompanied by a walking moon in the cloud. While the movement is built
on the Tai folksong “Er—er ni,” through the contrast between major and minor modes and a trans-
parent orchestration, the composer highlights the woodwind melody above the strings. In the middle
part (mm. 36—117), the music becomes deeper, its vagueness and mysteriousness alluding to leg-
endary tales, mythologies, folklores, with characters like the deer and the hunter, the spirits, and
the old man. The sudden burst of the string melody (mm. 97-113) magically brightens up the
movement, so is the clarinet cadenza to follow. The tranquil final section (mm. 119-138) gives the

movement its arch form.

Fourth Movement Torch Festival

Torch Festival is a tribal celebration of the Yunnan minority which this movement depicts.
When compared to contemporaneous Chinese works, Torch Festival stands out in its use of modal
harmony, layering poly —metric melodies, and juxtaposition of contrasting musical materials. The

opening part (mm. 1-60) with a four—-measure introduction is boisterous in mood marked by melo-



dious tunes and colorful orchestration. To follow is a beautiful oboe melody (mm. 65-97), which is
repeated by the violins (mm. 106-188). Toward the end of this, the opening gesture returns, show-
casing a metric juxtaposition of 2/4 and 3/4. In the next (mm. 189-225) the violins play a lyrical
and refreshing melody supported by poly—metric rhythmic configuration, followed by the brasses that
push the music to the climax (mm. 225-331). This part, as Wang revealed, is influenced by treat-
ments in the ballet music of Kara Karayev’s Path of Thunder. The return of the theme from the first
movement (mm. 330-337), while rendering the work cyclic, creates a contrast with the boisterous
ending (mm. 338— 373). “Torch Festival” is often programmed independently of other movements at
concerts. It is very popular among audiences and has been performed more than a hundred times in

40 some cities of 20 countries.

Regarding the meaning of Poems of Yunnan, the composer states, “We know that in 1963, the
PRC’s [cultural circle] was in the middle of [a cultural war| that denounced Debussy and Impres-
sionism. Poems of Yunnan was composed in such a context that went against the predominant [po-
litical/cultural] climate. My artistic idea originated in the musics of the various ethnic groups of
Yunnan, Yi, Hani, and Bai, rendering them with symphonic treatments in a musical language of late
Romanticism and early Impressionism. This is unique in the history of Chinese symphonic music. If
you know that the composer of this work only had the chance to visit Yunnan 43 years after the

composition was written, what would you think?”

Dr. Hon-Lun Helan Yang
Associate Professor, Department of Music

Hong Kong Baptist University
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Author’s Preface:

The original version of this work consists of six movements and\their respective composition
times are:

The first movement Tea Forest in the Rain of Spring (Originally named Tea Mountain in the
Rain of Spring): 13-22 January 1964;

The second movement On the Road to the Mountain Village (Originally named The Fair on 3
March): May—June 1963;

The third movement Love Song: reduced score completed on 13—14 March 1963, orchestration
completed on 14-15 March 1963;

The fourth movement Nisu Folk Dance: 16—19 September 1963;

The fifth movement Night Song: reduced score completed during 1-3 February 1964, orches-
tration during 7-9 February 1964;

The sixth movement The Torch Festival: reduced score completed during 13 -15 February
1964 and orchestration during 15 February—8 March 1964.

During January and February 1964, around the time of New Year and the Chinese New Year,
I completed the above movements. On 10 April 1964, I left Beijing and was sent—down to Yanbei

Datong , Shanxi, where I spent the most meaningful period of my life for seven years.

In 1971,1 encountered the conductor of the China Radio Station Choir Mie Zhongming, who
went to Shanxi for audio recording of The Five Shangxi Folk Songs.he brought the scores of this
work and my Symphony No. 1 to Mr. Li Delun. Since then I got the special attention and assis-
tance from Mr. Li. In 1978 ,Mr. Han Zhongjie found the scores in Mr. Li Delun’s home and decid-
ed to perform the work. He also offered some suggestions for improvement. In order to amend the
work, I deliberately visited my teacher Ms. Liu Zhuang and followed her opinions. The deletion of
the third and fourth movements to highlight the movement contrast was a decisive amendment. I
also added a sudden outbreak of expansion in the strings section after bar 98 towards the end of
Night Song. Regarding The Torch Festival, 1 deleted the original part after bar 225 and replaced it
with a new expansion, followed by a powerful recapitulation leading to the climax. This then be-
came the current fourth movement. The piece was rehearsed in the concert hall of the China Sym-
phony Orchestra in August 1978 and premiered twice in Beijing Cultural Palace of Nationalities on
the National Day in October. The China Radio Station Symphony Orchestra conducted by Yuan

Fang made a recording in 1980 and performed in seven countries in Western Europe in 1987. Mr.



