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ZHUJ ian-er, a native of the Jing country of Anhui province of China, was born in
Tianjin in1922 and brought up in Shanghai. He learned music by self-study while in the middle
school, and started to compose art songs in 1940.In 1945,he was the composer in an arts troupe and
the conductor of mililary band. He started to write film music since late 1949. In 1955 he left for
Moscow Conservatory’s Composition Department of the Soviet Union to further study with prof.
Sergey Balasanian, and returned to China in 1960 after graduation. Since 1975 he has been ap-
pointed the permanent composer of Shanghai Symphony Orchestra and concurrently holding a
position as a professor of composition at the Shanghai Conservotoy of Music.

ZHU's main works include ten symphonies;twelve misellaneous pieces (overture, symphonic
poem, sinfonietta and concerto);Symphony-Cantata Heroic Poems; piano music; chamber music;
ensembles of Chinese traditional instruments etc.

In 1981 his Symphonic fantasia and in 1994 his Symphony No.2 won the first prize at the All-
China Symphonic Composition Award respectively. Symphony No.4 won the Grand Prize in the
"Queen Marie-José "International Contest for Musical Composition in 1990. Symphonic Poem
Hundred-year Vicissitudes won the sole Gold Award in 1996 Music Composition Contest "Celebrating
the Return of Hong Kong". Symphony No.10 was composed for a commission from the Fromm
Music Foundation of Harvard University, U.S.A. Sextet Silk Road Reverie was commissioned and
premiered by the Silk Road Project (New York, Yo Yo Ma) in 2000.0wing to his fruitful
achievements, ZHU was awarded a prize of "Outstanding Contribution in Literature and Arts" in
1991, the highest prize offered by the Shanghai Municipal Government for the first time.

He gained high appraisals during his visit to the United States in 1994, where his lectures
"The Blending of Chinese and Western Music in My Compositions" were respectively delivered in:

Composition Dept. , Juilliard School of Music,New York;

Composition Dept. , New England Conservatory of Music, Boston;

Musicology Dept. , Wesleyan University,Connecticut;

Music Dept. , Colby University, Maine.

(Translated by WEN Tan &%)
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A Brief Foreword to of ZHU Jian-er:10 Symphonies, Sinfonietta

Vice Chairman of Association of Chinese Musicians,

Director of Composition Committee LU Zaiyi

It is generally recognized that high arts and popular arts coexist together and influence
mutually in Chinese cultural landscape now. However, it is only high arts, with their serious
ideals, functions and characters, that can truly represent the national culture as a whole and
predict the future cultural orientation. Popular culture can never replace and rival the high
arts on these regards.

Symphonic music, an important genre of high arts in music, has been regarded as the
measuring yardstick of the musical development level, whatever the countries or nations.
Of course, symphonic music should embrace composition and performance. Nowadays,
marvelous performances of symphonic music seem to draw more attention and acclaim, yet
we would commit ignorance and unjustness if we underestimate composers and their
compositions, for it is here lies the true base of the symphonic music. It would be unthink-
able for human being's cultural legacy without masters such as Mozart, Beethoven, Brahms,
Tchaikovsky, Mahler, Shostakovich and their works.

Chinese artists, with broad perspectives and open minds, have always been eager to
absorb and assimilate the quintessence of foreign cultures. Since the second quarter of the
last century, several generations of Chinese composers have being made big efforts to estab-
lish and cultivate the characteristic Chinese symphonic music culture. Now, we are proud to
say that Chinese symphonic music today already goes beyond the primitive stage and achieves
the respectable status, boasting of its distinct Chinese style and vein, and gaining interna-
tional recognition for its significance and influence.

Among the many Chinese symphonic composers who have made great contributions
to this progress, Mr. Zhu Jian-er is one of the most important. In the last twenty years, his
musical productivity rose to an astonishing level, only to mention the number of works is
already amazing: 11 symphonies, many large orchestral works, and many other pieces. He
is indeed a unique figure in Chinese music for his never stopped searching mind and his
never exhausted absorbing capability.

Cultural development needs accumulation, and the same is true for Chinese symphony;
cultural development needs exchange, and the same is true for symphonic music. That is the
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FOREWORD

YANG Liqing

The publication of ZHU Jian-er's symphonies by the Shanghai Music Publishing House
at the beginning of a new century is an event of great significance not only to composers but
also to professional musicians in China. It goes without saying that the publication of a
complete collection of symphonies by a living composer as well as the works themselves
will call forth all kinds of responses, inspire pondering and exert far-reaching influence on
the development of professional music composition and the development of Chinese music
in general.

ZHU Jian-er is one of the most important and most influential representatives of Chi-
nese music of the latter half of the 20" century, especially after the 1980's. His name is
inseparable from the development of "modern and contemporary Chinese music." He is a
diligent composer. His output cast in various genres and forms on a variety of themes totals
over a hundred in number. They touch upon many aspects of music culture and music
thinking as well as phenomena and happenings in Chinese history. His symphonies, in
particular, record not only significant incidents in modern Chinese society, but also his
pursuit of ideals and innovations in composition. They are a true record of his spiritual
growth. Musicians and critics have studied and commented on his works from different
angles. But they agree on one point, which is: "His symphonies are a sublimation of his
meditation upon life per se and of his spiritual seeking, a vivid portrayal of the composer's
mind, and an intimate reference to its very source. Therefore, his works are a condensed
history of modern Chinese symphonic music, reflecting the political and ideological changes
in China and demonstrating rational ponderings of Chinese musicians over life in its reality
as well as their quests for new directions. His works will remain an important heritage in

the treasury of modern Chinese music.
1. Rooted in tradition, he explores new manners of expression in symphonic

music.

ZHU Jian-er started writing symphonies at the age of 64. His Symphony No. I com-
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pleted in 1986 after eight years' work attracted instant attention and aroused strong response
for its profound ideas and overwhelming power. Although closely related to tradition,
being a four movement cycle in form and using standard orchestral instruments and ac-
cepted means of expression, the symphony breaks away from the traditional sonata struc-
ture with new devices in technique.

In his subsequent symphonies, ZHU Jian-er tries to explore new forms of symphonic
writing. He says that there is no form that remains constant. Symphonism implies dramatic
power of music and its impact on man. This should be the primary consideration in sym-
phony writing. With such an idea as guideline, beginning from his Symphony No. 2 in one
movement, he has been seeking for variety in expression, trying to treat symphony as cham-
ber music. Symphony No. 4 using 22 stringed instruments with Chinese bamboo flute in the
lead (award winner of the 16™ Queen Marie Jos é International Contest for Musical
Composition); Symphony No. 7 in one movement for percussion instruments; Symphony
No. 8 (Symphony for two) for violoncello and percussions; Symphony No. 10, an exquisite
combination of voice and gu-gin recordings with orchestra---are all impregnated with
unconventionality. They not only strike the listener with originality but greatly enrich the
possibilities of symphony. They demonstrate his courage and confidence in exploring new

frontiers for the form.

2. Borrowing from the West, he employs creatively new devices.

Another feature of ZHU Jian-er's symphonies is his use of new devices of the West.
Early in the 1980's he discovered the expressive power of twelve-note serial composition
and grasped the basics of its technique. But he is never restricted by its rules and regulations.
He adapts the technique ingeniously to the need of music expression, such as cutting a set
into several similarly-structured"trichords", "tetrachords" or series of more notes, each with
a distinctive "character" or "pitch-tone" as that of the Chinese language. Stated with a
strong sense of "melody", these series are exaggerations or transfigurations of a given melody.
They assume the function of "motives" in the development of the music. These traits ap-
pear concentrated in one work and separate in another with emphasis on one or some of
them. The tetrachord composed of a rising fourth and a minor second in Symphony No. 1
sounds angry and rebellious, and it constitutes the main motive upon which the work develops.
Two kinds of trichords in Symphony No. 2, one composed of a descending minor third and
a minor second and the other of an ascending minor third and a minor second in retrograde,
produce an image of "mourning" and "hopefulness" respectively. The six-note series on the
violoncello in Symphony No. 8 is a direct imitation of the pitch-tone inflection of the

composer's name, and the transfigurations and combinations of the series constitute mate-

11



rial for the three movements of the symphony. In other words, the series is structured on
pitch-tone. Other innovations, such as the use of pentatonism or ancient Chinese scales of
"l & "and "l {8 " in his series, are abundant in his symphonies. Great originality goes
hand in hand with his adoption of new devices in Western music.

These approaches greatly enrich his music language and broaden his music expression.
They not only result in a new style of technique, but serve as a weapon for him to fight the
dull old-fashioned mode of thinking and technique that has been tyrannizing music
composition, especially symphony writing in China. Proudly standing in the front ranks of
contemporary Chinese symphonic music, his works lend a powerful impetus to the devel-

opment of new music in China.

3. Absorbing from all possible sources and striving to break through their bounds,
he brings new thinking into traditional Chinese culture.

"Absorb from all possible sources and strive to break through their bounds" is the
guideline of ZHU lJian-er's creative work. Traditional Chinese culture and Chinese folk
music provide valuable sources for his symphony writing. They inspire his creative imagi-
nation and enrich his expressive power. Fully grasping these resources, he enriches them
with new ideas in return. Hence his symphonies overflow with vitality in their richness.

He maintains a principle of blending, which fully embodies his renewed understand-
ing of traditional Chinese culture and his aspiration to transcend it. In musical thinking it
implies the blending of "the symbolic and the real", of "emotion and reason" and of "spirit
and form". In compositional technique it implies the blending of "tradition and modernity",
of "tonal and atonal music" and of "nationalism and cosmopolitanism". In aesthetic ap-
proach it implies the blending of "autonomy and heteronomy" , of "the subjective and the

4 objective" and of "avant garde and acceptability". Such a dialectic blending of "one into the
other" is carried out throughout his symphonies. The ingenious blending of indigenous
Chinese musical instruments, melodics, tone qualities, structures, forms, harmony, polyphony
and performing manners with modern compositional techniques of the West enhances the
depth and expressiveness of his music. Deriving its material from Tibetan theatrical music
and employing modern compositional devices,Symphony No. 3 portays the beautiful sce-
nery of Tibet and the classical charm of the Orient and demonstrates the perfect union of
man and nature, which is the ideal consummation in Chinese traditional culture. Symphony
No. 4 reveals the Chinese Taoist philosophy of taking the universe as "grown from nothing
to everything and growing back from everything to nothing" in a structure that resembles
both the "da-q i K" of the Tang Dynasty and the sonata. Symphony No. 8 written for the
violoncello and percussion instruments vividly elucidates the ideal of Chinese art-----"con-

veying variety in simplicity and largeness in smallness, seeing landscape in void and hear-

12

VU™ WD v -1

rSYe



ing music in silence, telling of all happenings to man on a stage of limited size with merely
four supporting actors doing the job of a thousand warriors." Symphony No. 10 is a lyric
based on an ancient poem Fishing in Snow . Its elegant orchestral sound and subtle linear
motion illustrate the loneliness of a man playing on the gin and singing to himself, the
sarcasm of an old man looking on the world in cool detachment, the sigh of a frustrated
brave man, the dance of grass in a blizzard and the defiance of plum flowers to frost, and
blend these moods into one. These works not only bear imprints of the national spirit and
cultural tradition of China and evidence to his guideline and principle in composition, but
also advocate cherishing national culture as a world heritage, abandoning narrow-minded
cultural relativism and sectarianism. His works are thereby endowed with deeper cultural

and aesthetic value.

4. Ever questioning and ever exploring

A comparison has been made between ZHU Jian-er and Gustav Mahler. The conclu-
sion is that the two are similar in that both regard the genre of symphony as a most impor-
tant or even an ultimate means to utter their intimate experiences and feelings, to give re-
lease to the increased tension in their minds, and to speak out their yearnings and their
aspirations for a higher goal. A well-made conclusion indeed. But Mahler seems to care
more about personal feelings of an individual and his symphonies are like dialogues be-
tween one's flesh and soul while ZHU projects his inner feelings to the outer world, blend-
ing them with social reality as reflected in a mirror, and his symphonies are self-examina-
tions as well as communications with the outside world.

As a result, ZHU Jian-er's symphonies assume a greater variety in conception and
expression. His anxiety for and pondering over the social development of China today,
typical of the Chinese intellectual, serve as the starting point of his ever-questioning ap-
proach and his ever-exploring perseverance. Such an approach and persevering spirit is
manifested in his pursuit of perfection in form, his study of modern composition techniques,
his search for a renewed understanding of Chinese culture and folk music, and, above all, in
his meditations on human nature, on the existence and destiny of man, on the essence of
life, as well as on the relationship between man and society and between man and nature.
The deeper he goes into meditation, the more unflinchingly he questions the essence of
human nature and explores the true spirit of life, the stronger grow his yearnings for indiv-
iduality and freedom of creation. This leads to deeper spiritual solitude. A passage written
on the title page of his Symphony No. 8 well defines the voice in his mind: "Long is the way
of an explorer, lonely is his heart. Though confronted with endless tribulations, his spirit
never ceases." Such perseverance in questioning and exploring the truth of life and human
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